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Introduction 
In 1981, five previously healthy young gay men in Los Angeles were diagnosed with 
Pneumocystis Carinii Pneumonia, a rare lung infection (Avert). In New York and California, 
various other young gay men were diagnosed with Kaposi’s Sarcoma, a type of cancer that 
usually causes few serious problems, but was extremely aggressive in these young gay men 
(Avert). By the end of 1981, there were 270 reported cases of this new severe immune 
deficiency in the United States, of which 121 had died (Avert).  
While Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) is often discussed as an 
illness in itself, it is, strictly speaking, not an illness at all. It is a medical condition that 
makes the body susceptible to a wide array of diseases (United States, Dept. of Health and 
Human Services (HHS), What Are). When the body is infected with the Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), HIV attacks the body’s immune system, specifically the 
cells that fight off infection and disease. AIDS is the last stage of the HIV infection, in which 
the immune system is so severely damaged that patients get an increasing number of serious 
illnesses. The first case of HIV was probably decades before the first diagnosed cases in 
Europe and the United States, in 1921, in central Africa (Albion Centre). However, European 
and American interests did not start until the 1980s, when doctors noticed a new epidemic 
there. In the United States, this new epidemic was mostly seen in young gay men who got a 
range of rare diseases (Faderman 415). Soon, the fast spread of AIDS in the developed world 
would lead it to be labeled an epidemic.  
When the AIDS epidemic hit, epidemic diseases were considered a thing of the past 
due to medical improvements, at least in the developed world (McNeill in Sontag 57). 
Furthermore, diseases caused by infections were no longer supposed to be a serious health 
threat (Wald 213). The new epidemic that came seemingly out of nowhere was seen as an 
almost biblical plague, a wrath of God, cast on a society that lost all morality (Shilts 557; 
 Zwetsloot 3 
Sontag 61; Wald 11). One of the main ways in which it was considered that society lost all 
morality, was through the (tentative) acceptance of homosexuality. According to the Bible, 
homosexuality was immoral: “If a man also lie with mankind, as he lieth with a woman, both 
of them have committed an abomination: they shall surely be put to death; their blood shall 
be upon them” (Lev. 20.13). While the views on homosexuality did change during the gay 
sexual revolution of the 1970s, many Americans still rejected the idea of homosexuality 
based on religion-based morality.  
The first reports on the AIDS epidemic were firmly rooted in the idea that the disease 
mainly affected homosexuals. On July 3, 1981, the New York Times was one of the first 
mainstream newspapers to comment on what would later be labeled the AIDS epidemic. In 
the article “Rare Cancer Seen in 41 Homosexuals,” it was noted that these men had “multiple 
and frequent sexual encounters with different partners, as many as 10 sexual encounters each 
night” (Altman). According to the article, many of these men did not just have this new 
cancer but were also previously treated for (sexually transmitted) viral infections (Altman). 
The idea that this infection mainly manifested itself in “sexually promiscuous” homosexuals 
led to many preconceptions about the condition and inspired its first name: “gay cancer.” 
Buchanan, a paleoconservative and special consultant to President Ronald Reagan, was 
convinced that homosexuals were a “moral menace,” and that they would now be a “public 
health menace” as well (Buchanan in Faderman 416). Claims like this one inspired a fear that 
homosexuals spread diseases and that they would infect “innocent heterosexuals” because of 
their “moral irresponsibility and unhealthy sex practices” (Faderman 416). 
The American government was slow to respond to the epidemic due to the 
marginalization of the most vulnerable groups. The societal and political response took on an 
“inherently ideological character” (Shepard 173). The first response to the AIDS epidemic 
originated in grassroots organizations that grew from organizations in the gay liberation 
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movement (Shepard 173). Aside from the care for infected members of their communities, 
these organizations attempted to fight the view that AIDS would be God’s punishment for 
moral transgressions (Shepard 173).  
One of the most prominent works in the fight against these misconceptions is Susan 
Sontag’s AIDS and Its Metaphors. In this study, Susan Sontag, herself part of the LGBT 
community, discusses various metaphors connected to AIDS and shows how the reputation 
acquired by a disease can increase the suffering of its patients (12). Sontag argues that the 
metaphor of the plague is principal in the understanding of the AIDS epidemic (44). Like 
cancer and tuberculosis in previous centuries, AIDS is often attributed to someone’s behavior 
(Sontag 46). “It is indulgence, delinquency—addictions to chemicals that are illegal and to 
sex regarded as deviant” (Sontag 25). However, unlike cancer and tuberculosis, AIDS is also 
understood as a disease that strikes a “tainted community,” and the perceived moral 
transgressions of communities were highly influential in the treatment of AIDS patients in the 
United States (Sontag 46). Sontag’s study is very much based on her own experiences with 
AIDS in the LGBT community in the 1980s and discussed hardly any secondary literature on 
AIDS (Rollyson 38). Furthermore, the study focused mainly on how AIDS in itself was 
perceived but discussed hardly any of the work done to prevent HIV infection and how the 
preconceptions about prevention played into the metaphors surrounding AIDS (Rollyson 38).  
The narrative use of metaphors surrounding the AIDS epidemic probably led to what 
Priscilla Wald calls the “outbreak narrative.” In general, outbreak narratives are 
“epidemiological stories” on the emergence of a disease, based on accounts in both scientific 
publications and mainstream media, in which specific phrases, images, and storylines are 
repeated until they become narrative conventions (Wald 2). In these narratives, the need for 
human contact is dramatized as the dilemma is introduced that human contact can also be 
dangerous (Wald 2). This danger of human contact is mainly portrayed through a stigmatized 
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Other (Wald 3). Outbreak narratives are both appealing and persistent. They shape the 
representation of the emergence of diseases across different media and genres (Wald 3). 
Outbreak narratives have a specific formula that heavily relies on a Patient Zero: a patient 
with clear symptoms who can be placed at the exact time and place of infection (Wald 24).  
While in most Europeans countries, the African origins of AIDS were stressed, in the 
United States, the primary link was to homosexuality (Sontag 62). Americans were 
convinced, mainly by their government, but also by the media, that heterosexual transmission 
was rare (Sontag 26). As such, the AIDS crisis in Africa was disregarded entirely, where the 
majority of the infections were through heterosexual intercourse (Sontag 26). Besides the 
high infection rates among homosexual men, this link can also be attributed to the American 
Patient Zero. In Randy Shilts’s early account of the AIDS epidemic in his book And The 
Band Played On, the primary responsibility for the spread in the United States was placed on 
the homosexual Canadian flight attendant Gaetan Dugas. While this theory has long been 
discredited, in American perception, AIDS was firmly rooted in the homosexual community, 
where the infection is spread through casual sex, mainly during bathhouse visits (Faderman 
416; Shilts 19). The strong associative connection to homosexuality can similarly be seen in 
the naming of the disease. First, it was known as ‘gay cancer.’ Later, the New York Times 
coined a new name for the disease: Gay-Related Immune Deficiency (GRID) (Altman, “New 
Homosexual Disorder”).  
The stigmatization of homosexuals that is a prominent part of the HIV outbreak 
narrative is, in film, essential for the portrayal of a happy ending, “the most fundamental 
political lesson of virtually all American films regardless of subject” (Gianos 4). Through 
happy endings, the world is portrayed as fair and just, as a place where heroes are victorious, 
and villains are defeated. If this is projected onto the real world, this becomes a powerful 
political lesson: good will triumph over evil (Gianos 4). AIDS has become synonymous with 
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evil, but an evil for whom its victims are to blame (Sontag 16). Nonetheless, not all victims 
are to blame for contracting this evil: some are innocent, infected by the ‘guilty’ (Sontag 27). 
The differentiation between guilty and innocent victims will serve as the main focus of this 
thesis. 
Films are considered windows on American society (Gianos 3). As Gianos states: 
“[movies and politics] grow from the same places, tap the same sources, speak in the same 
powerful and ambiguous ways. Movies and politics are not the same, but neither are they 
entirely different. In their fashion, both play to the same audience” (Gianos xii). Both film 
and politics are cultural phenomena that say something about the society in which they are 
produced, specifically about social biases (Gianos xii). Antonio Gramsci called this cultural 
hegemony, in which a dominant group imposes certain norms upon general society, often in 
part through cultural products that espouse those norms, thus implicitly inviting people to 
give “spontaneous consent” to the norms portrayed (12). This dominant group has the 
economic, cultural, or political power to shape and modify popular thought, values, and 
attitudes in a society (Gramsci 417; Lears 572). Those who have this power contribute to the 
defining of the boundaries of reality by ignoring or dismissing views outside of these 
boundaries (Lears 572). Film is one of these cultural powers, especially in the United States, 
where film holds a prominent and unique cultural role (Gianos xii).  
The first cinematic response to the AIDS epidemic was activist film. These films were 
often made in response to the absence of governmental action in the early years of the 
epidemic and directed by homosexual men who were often themselves living with AIDS 
(Benshoff and Griffin 207, 212). Activist film was prone to breaking with cinematic 
conventions and were often highly confrontational. Filmmakers of these videos and 
documentaries were not limited by the idea of appealing to a broad, predominantly 
heterosexual audience, as they were generally created to inspire activism or inspire other 
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activists (Benshoff and Griffin 212). Made-for-television and Hollywood films took longer to 
respond to the epidemic and had a vastly different objective; they are often produced to make 
money and to do so they need to entertain the general public, for whom they often attempt to 
reject specific ideological messages (Haas et al. 8; Gianos 1). Nonetheless, films are not 
created in a vacuum. They are inspired by their surroundings and the social and political 
views of the time. As such, most films have political meaning and significance, regardless of 
their ideological intent (Haas et al. 4-5).  
This thesis explores the connection between politics and film regarding the AIDS 
epidemic. It will explore the topological focus in AIDS films as the subjects discussed in film 
are how films address politics (Gianos 3). Most films, especially Hollywood films, generally 
avoid explicit political themes. Instead, film generally uses people’s personal experiences and 
beliefs to convey a (political) message (Gianos 3). In this thesis, I will focus on the cinematic 
portrayal of social biases about sexuality, race, class, and gender in connection to AIDS. 
Biases and stereotypes have historically influenced the political and cinematic response to the 
AIDS crisis, for example, the absence of a political response in the early years of the AIDS 
epidemic due to the misguided idea that AIDS would be a “gay disease.” The dominant 
norms regarding the AIDS epidemic portrayed in film and discussed in politics have a 
mutually interdependent relationship. This interdependent relationship leads to the question 
of who has the most power to shape public opinion on the AIDS crisis. While various studies 
on HIV/AIDS in film touch upon the ideological focus in Hollywood and made-for-television 
film before 2000 (e.g., Hart; Benshoff and Griffin), there are none after 2000 while the AIDS 
epidemic is far from over. Furthermore, there is, to my knowledge, no study discussing the 
possible influences of politics on film and vice versa regarding the AIDS epidemic.  
In this thesis, I will argue that AIDS is no longer understood by policymakers and 
represented in film as a ‘punishment’ for sexual ‘deviation’ and intravenous drug use. I will 
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do so by analyzing all Hollywood and made-for-television films in which at least one 
character is mentioned to have HIV or AIDS. This focus means that science fiction and 
horror films that focus on virus infections will be excluded from this thesis as those do not 
specifically refer to HIV or AIDS. I will solely analyze Hollywood and made-for-television 
films as these films are aimed at a broader audience and often less distinctive in their 
ideological or political ideas. As films from before 2000 have been analyzed more frequently 
and thoroughly than films after 2000, my main focus will be on the films produced after 
2000. I will compare these films to the political policies about AIDS under President Bush Jr. 
and President Obama. Before these analyses, the first chapter will serve as a historiographic 
overview, introducing the origins of the AIDS epidemic in the United States and the 
metaphors connected to the disease before 2000. In my analysis, I will focus on federal 
policies; local and state policies will not be taken into account. For this thesis, various 
overview articles about presidential policies on AIDS were consulted, of which Padamsee 
and Shepard will be used most prominently. The information presented will also be 
supplemented with excerpts from presidential speeches and other governmental documents. 
Films will be analyzed per presidential period, but, considering the production time, films 
produced in the first year of a presidency will be considered in relation to the federal policies 
of the previous president.  
While some scholars, such as Haas et al., take the intentions of the director into 
account when analyzing political film (9), this thesis will not, in line with Barthes’s theory 
that the author’s intentions are irrelevant to a cultural product’s ideological implications 
(145). While intent can influence the decisions of the author or filmmaker, the author may 
also be blind to certain ideas that are the norm at the time. Gianos argues similarly for the 
audience that political ideology will not be recognized by audiences from the society in 
which the movie is produced (3). Furthermore, societal norms change over time, creating a 
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difference in interpretation (Haas et al. 19). After all, the metaphoric meaning given to 
various diseases has changed over time (Sontag 14), possibly AIDS’s metaphors are next.  
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Chapter 1: Stigmatization, Otherness, and the origins of the AIDS film 
From the early reports of the AIDS epidemic in the United States on, the outbreak 
narrative has focused on the stigmatization of homosexuals. At first, the medical condition 
was known as ‘gay cancer’ or GRID (Gay-Related Immune Deficiency). The disease would 
later also be reported as affecting drug users and the poor. In both addicts and homosexual 
men, the actions they performed were seen as life-threatening, either to the self or to another 
(Sontag 26). AIDS was generally perceived as having a single cause: behavior (Sontag 17). 
The sexual revolution of the 1960s and the consequent homosexual sexual revolution of the 
1970s changed sexual customs. Specifically in the homosexual community, the belief that 
sexually transmitted diseases were all curable by antibiotics led to seemingly hedonistic 
practices (Sontag 26).  
For ignoring the prescribed morality, AIDS was understood and treated by many as 
the punishment, as an incurable sexually transmitted disease. The stigmatization that played 
such a prominent role from the early days of the AIDS epidemic would become central in the 
outbreak narrative. In this chapter, I will argue that in the United States, specifically before 
2000, AIDS was perceived as the disease or even the punishment of the guilty, which 
persistently reinforces its link with otherness and problematizes the political and social views 
on and cinematic representation of ‘innocent’ AIDS victims. First, I will address the origins 
of the portrayal of otherness and the them-versus-us rhetoric portrayed in both politics and 
film under President Ronald Reagan. Afterward, I will discuss how innocent victims are 
problematized under President Reagan and President Bush Sr. Lastly, I will show how 
perceptions about AIDS and homosexuality changed under Bill Clinton and with it the 
perceptions of guilt and otherness.  
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1.1 President Ronald Reagan  
President Ronald Reagan did not mention the term AIDS during his first six years in 
office, symbolizing the neglect of the government to respond to the epidemic. The first 
recognition of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) was in June 1981, but 
in October 1982, Reagan’s press secretary Larry Speakes denied any knowledge of the 
existence of AIDS. A reporter asked the press secretary if he was aware of the CDC naming 
AIDS an epidemic. Speakes laughed the situation off and stated that he did not know 
anything about AIDS. The term AIDS was only instated a month prior; however, the term 
“gay cancer” was not recognized by press secretary Speakes either (Faderman 417-18).  
The public acknowledgment of the existence of AIDS by Ronald Reagan at the end of 
1985 is mainly attributed to the death of his close personal friend Rock Hudson, “the first 
high-profile celebrity death officially attributed to AIDS” (Padamsee 5; Faderman 418; 
Shepard 174). However, two other possible external factors could have contributed to this 
acknowledgment. First, in October of that year, a Soviet newspaper published a story that 
claimed that the AIDS virus was a creation of the U.S. government as part of research into 
biological-warfare and spread by U.S. servicemen abroad. This theory was recycled in 
newspapers from nearly every other country in the world while being ignored by the majority 
of American newspapers (Sontag 52-53). This international attention for a possible 
responsibility of the United States in the AIDS epidemic may have meant that Reagan could 
no longer ignore the epidemic in his own country. Second, in November 1985, the first made-
for-television film about AIDS, An Early Frost, premiered in the United States. This 
cinematic response to the AIDS epidemic could have pushed Reagan to acknowledge the 
ongoing crisis, as it raised public concern about the epidemic (Benshoff and Griffin 203).  
An Early Frost would set the tone for the cinematic representation of AIDS for the 
decades to come. In the 1980s, Hollywood shied away from the topic of AIDS. However, 
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made-for-television films, which have historically dealt with “topical social problems, 
including health and justice issues” (Benshoff and Griffin 208), were better equipped to deal 
with this crisis than Hollywood was. In An Early Frost, the homosexual protagonist, Michael, 
is infected with AIDS through his partner Peter who repeatedly cheats when Michael 
becomes consumed with his career. While Michael’s guilt in his contraction of the disease 
can be questioned, his homosexuality meant that the disease was generally viewed as 
something he brought on himself (Sontag 26). Furthermore, Michael is part of a so-called risk 
group, “a community of pariahs” (Sontag 25). The differentiation between the “normal” 
population and the at-risk communities leads to the attribution of guilt, even if the people 
struck by AIDS are perceived individually as victims, such as Michael. As AIDS is generally 
perceived as something one brings upon oneself, most victims are perceived as guilty to some 
extent. For example, Michael, who is not necessarily guilty, as he did not cheat, cannot be 
perceived in the movie’s universe as fully innocent either, as homosexuality was seen as a 
cause of AIDS.  
The questionability of his guilt in acquiring the disease does not influence the idea 
that AIDS was, in this case, a punishment. Benshoff and Griffin have argued that during the 
1950s, films allowed for homosexual characters that were “slightly more overt,” but to 
“[compensate] moral value,” these characters were killed (90). Characters in film that 
committed sinful acts, such as drug use or homosexuality, were punished through death, jail 
time, or general misery by the end of the film (Benshoff and Griffin 109). In this cinematic 
tradition, Benshoff and Griffin argue that Michael’s death in An Early Frost can indeed be 
seen as a punishment for his homosexuality (208). Thus, while Michael cannot be perceived 
as fully innocent nor fully guilty, his homosexuality was a sin that required punishment.  
Reagan similarly placed the contraction of AIDS in high-risk, sinful behavior, and 
stressed the fact that the general population would not be at risk. In 1987, Reagan extended a 
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proclamation announcing the President's Commission on the HIV Epidemic to investigate the 
AIDS epidemic and stated that the best way to avoid contracting AIDS was through 
abstinence, restricting sex to “a faithful, monogamous relationship” and saying no to drugs 
(Reagan, “Proclamation”). The general population, in this case, consisted of white 
heterosexuals who did not use intravenous drugs and did not have sexual intercourse with 
those who did (Sontag 27). According to Sontag, the bureaucratic term ‘risk group’ 
reinvigorated a premodern idea of a tainted community judged by disease. The disease would 
be a plague, not just a punishment for the individual but for the entire community (Sontag 46, 
54). As such, an us-versus-them rhetoric was readily employed, the general population versus 
the risk groups, the morally upstanding versus the morally depraved.  
AIDS was inadvertently linked to otherness. Unlike other diseases, having AIDS turns 
the victim, in the perception of many Americans, into one of “them” (Sontag 38). The 
otherness of people with AIDS did possibly also play a prominent role in the slow political 
response. Reagan was elected with the support of social conservatives who recoiled from the 
idea of an epidemic as the disease was so strongly associated with homosexual men 
(Padamsee 4). Film focused similarly on the Other: homosexual men, who, after diagnosis, 
were accepted only by their homosexual community and who stood outside of the moral 
bounds of society (Hart 16). For example, in An Early Frost, Michael’s father refuses to 
speak to him after Michael tells him that he has AIDS and that he is gay. The focus on 
homosexual otherness probably amplified public conviction that AIDS was a ‘gay disease.’ 
In the film As Is (1986), this idea was even literally stated when a newscaster explained how 
fortunate it was that innocent Americans “like you and me” were rarely affected by AIDS 
because the disease was confined to high-risk communities (Hart 40).  
Characters were a perceived Other, but not too different from the general population 
as they were similar in most aspects, except for their sexuality. Benshoff and Griffin named 
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this the “tragic, dying, wealthy gay man formula” (207). The economic realities of the film 
industry required the films to make protagonists likable: handsome, young, white men, with 
whom the general public was assumed to identify. Through these characters, films could deal 
with the stereotyping and demonization experienced by people with AIDS in the society of 
the 1980s and educate people on the specifics of AIDS (Benshoff and Griffin 208; Hart 16). 
That the Other could not be too different can, for example, be seen in the process of creating 
An Early Frost. The writers of An Early Frost stated that their scripts had to be modified as 
network executives from NBC kept rejecting the scripts for being too ‘pro-homosexual’ 
(Benshoff and Griffin 208). There was a delicate balance: the general public needed to 
believe that AIDS could not affect them, but those affected in film could not be completely 
Other.  
That those affected in film could not be too different can be seen by the complete 
cinematic absence of the less attractive and likable group heavily struck by the AIDS 
epidemic – intravenous drug users. While they were equally seen as guilty and responsible, it 
was seemingly not possible to make them into likable cinematic characters with whom a 
general public could identify. Besides identifiability, it is also possible that the political 
disinterest in this group meant that many filmmakers overlooked them. The Reagan 
administration did not focus on limiting the infection rates among drug users. For example, 
the administration did not implement needle exchange programs like many other developed 
countries, such as the Netherlands, New Zealand, and Australia, did (Padamsee 7). While the 
scientific consensus was that needle exchange programs could reduce HIV transmission, 
social conservatives in Congress argued that these programs would “tantamount to condoning 
and abetting … illegal chemicals” (Sontag 74; Padamsee 8). In 1988, a unilateral ban was 
placed on “federal funding for needle exchange programs,” a decision that influences 
governmental policies to this day (Padamsee 8).  
 Zwetsloot 15 
At the end of the Reagan presidency, films started to focus on a new group of AIDS 
victims: the ‘innocent victim.’ Innocent victims are those who are presumed to have no role 
in their infection, unlike ‘guilty’ victims who are presumed responsible because of their 
sexual or drug-related behavior. By then, the disease was already so connected to the 
stigmatized, the guilty victims, that innocent victims, such as hemophiliacs and blood-
transfusion recipients, were difficult to identify because they were part of the general 
population instead of the ‘judged communities’ (Sontag 27). As such, the only AIDS victims 
who were seen as truly innocent were babies, those who did not have the opportunity to be 
morally questionable. This can, for example, be seen in The Littlest Victims (1989). This film 
tells the story of a pediatrician who detects immunological problems in his patients, who are 
often the children of intravenous drug users. When he tries to convey his findings to the 
CDC, he is shut down as it was still believed that AIDS would only be found in certain 
marginalized groups. Thus, the stigmatization of the groups who would be exposed to the 
virus led to the belief that morally pure people could not be infected with AIDS.  
This issue with stigmatization and difficulty of seeing the possibility of innocent 
victims was most prominent in the real-life story of Ryan White. Ryan White contracted the 
disease through a blood transfusion; he was one of the first hemophiliacs to contract the 
disease. The film about his life, The Ryan White Story (1989), focusses on Ryan’s fight for 
his right to attend school rather than on the specifics of his disease. It shows how Ryan was 
excluded and emotionally abused within his community as people denied the possibility of 
contracting AIDS in this manner. Instead, they said that he probably contracted it because of 
his actions, specifically through homosexual sex. He fought what confronted many people 
with AIDS: a social death (Sontag 34). Infectious diseases that could be sexually transmitted 
inspired irrational fears about contagion in public places (Sontag 27). In the film, the 
importance of embracing innocent AIDS victims is pressed. In the final scene of the movie, 
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Ryan discusses his fears of exclusion with his mother in the car to his new school. However, 
when he arrives, he is received by what seems to be the entire student body and is, literally, 
embraced by every one of them. 
Well before the film about Ryan’s life story, his story became internationally well-
known as he fought for his right to attend school (White-Glinder). Ryan White’s diagnosis in 
December 1984 and the consequent media frenzy could have contributed to Reagan’s 
recognition of the existence of AIDS in 1985. While Reagan’s administration was fearful of a 
disease so connected to homosexuality, the apparent existence of innocent victims, 
specifically children, meant that political denial became unacceptable. In 1985, Reagan 
claimed that he had been supporting federal AIDS research for four years and that his 
administration would invest 100 million dollars that year on research and finding a possible 
cure for AIDS (“President's News Conference”). However, Reagan had an agenda of limiting 
the influence of the federal government, including the National Institutes of Health and the 
CDC (Padamsee 4). In 1985, when Reagan publicly acknowledged the existence of AIDS, his 
administration simultaneously made further cuts in AIDS spending (Padamsee 5). However, 
the national and international attention for this story and the subsequent film would inspire 
President Bush Sr. to create the Ryan White CARE Act.  
 
1.2 President George H. W. Bush 
The Bush Sr. administration was a turning point in the federal response to the AIDS 
epidemic. During these four years, the number of public policies and laws rose significantly, 
as well as the number of services for people living with AIDS. Furthermore, medical 
breakthroughs led to successful treatments for those with HIV/AIDS who could afford the 
medication (Shepard 177). One of the main advancements in federal policy was the passing 
of the Ryan White Comprehensive AIDS Resources Emergency (CARE) Act in 1990.  
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The CARE Act’s primary purpose was to address the issues of financing treatment for 
HIV/AIDS patients (Padamsee 9). It expanded the social safety net in the United States, but 
many felt it was only a short-term solution (Shepard 178). Several important developments 
factored into the passage of the CARE Act. First, medical breakthroughs shifted the medical 
response to AIDS. Originally, care for people with AIDS was palliative, but medical 
innovation created treatments that could significantly prolong or even save lives (Padamsee 
10). Second, at that time, Medicaid paid for the majority of the HIV/AIDS treatments, but 
this jeopardized care for people without HIV (Padamsee 10). Third, Ryan White, who gave 
the act its name, died just four months before the act came into effect. White, as a victim 
whom even the most virulently anti-gay politicians could agree was innocent, had effectively 
fought the stigmatization people with AIDS experience. The act distanced itself from the 
prejudice that AIDS was only a disease of the guilty.  
Ryan White’s story and the subsequent film may have influenced the perceptions of 
discrimination experienced by people with HIV and AIDS. The Bush Sr. administration 
instated laws that protected HIV-positive citizens against discrimination. Two specific pieces 
of legislation introduced under Bush Sr. were meant to reduce discrimination against people 
living with HIV/AIDS in the United States. First, Congress passed the Housing Opportunities 
for People with AIDS Act (HOPWA). Many people affected lived in poverty and had issues 
with housing (Shepard 178). People living in poverty already had increased chances of 
contracting AIDS, and discrimination in employment and housing, while illegal, often 
occurred. HOPWA provided grants to ensure rental housing and “related supportive services 
to meet the housing needs” for people and families living with AIDS (United States, Dept. of 
Housing and Urban Development). Second, people with AIDS gained protection under the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). This protection did not just mean protection from 
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discriminatory practices but was also meant to improve equal opportunity in various parts of 
public life, such as Ryan White’s right to attend school (United States, Dept. of Justice).  
The first Hollywood film produced about AIDS, Philadelphia (1993), focused 
specifically on the discrimination people with AIDS experienced in places of employment. 
This film tells the story of Andrew Beckett, a successful lawyer who gets fired because he 
has AIDS. The protagonist starts a lawsuit against his former employer for wrongful 
termination due to discrimination. The main discussion in the film is if the employer 
recognized the lesion on Beckett’s face as an AIDS-related complication. Lesions had been 
rare in films about AIDS up till this point, with AIDS-related complications having been 
mostly non-skin related, such as coughing and fatigue. The placement of the lesion on the 
face is significant. Sontag argues that our opinion of a person and their dignity depends on a 
separation of the face from the rest of the body (40). Diseases that deform the face are seen as 
the most dreadful, as marks on the face are “signs of a progressive mutation, decomposition; 
something organic” (Sontag 41). Facial lesions inspire fear and dread that is uncommon with 
other fatal diseases that do not affect the face. Notably, Beckett does not have facial lesions 
during the trial, which possibly makes for a more sympathetic jury. The confrontation with 
imminent death is less prominent when facial signs are absent. The film seems to want to 
confirm that lesions are a telltale sign of people with AIDS and, as such, they can be 
outwardly recognized by the public through lesions. Essentially, it suggests that the public 
does not need to be fearful that people have AIDS in their circle, as it cannot be kept a secret; 
however, this may have fueled rather than tempered discrimination experienced by people 
with AIDS.  
The discrimination experienced by people with AIDS is further exemplified by a 
scene in a public library (31:44-38:12). When no lawyer in town wants to represent Beckett, 
he decides to represent himself. When he is researching for his case in the library, a librarian 
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tries to get him to move to a private room, arguing that he would be more comfortable. 
Lawyer Joe Miller is working in the same library and sees how, after the question from the 
librarian, another patron of the library moves away from Beckett. This discrimination leads to 
identification by Joe Miller, who himself has been discriminated against for being African 
American. Joe says in the film: “This is the essence of discrimination: formulating opinions 
about others not based on their individual merits but, rather, on their membership in a group 
with assumed characteristics” (37:58-38:10). Thus, discrimination is discrimination, 
regardless of what specific characteristics it is based on. Nonetheless, it remains clear that 
Miller still feels uncomfortable about his proximity to an AIDS patient because of the fear he 
expresses, stereotyping people with AIDS.  
The film both reinforces and contradicts existing stereotypes and fears about AIDS. 
The film contradicts existing fears and misconceptions, mainly through Beckett’s lawyer, Joe 
Miller. The fear of contracting HIV through casual contact, such as shaking Beckett’s hand 
and being in the same room, lead him to visit his doctor. The doctor clearly states that 
infection is only possible through contact with bodily fluids such as blood and semen. 
However, Beckett contracted the disease through a one-night stand while cheating on his 
partner. Unlike in early films about AIDS, such as An Early Frost, merely being homosexual 
is no longer enough to contract AIDS as a moral punishment. Infidelity is added as a moral 
transgression to justify AIDS as a punishment. Nonetheless, the stereotype of AIDS as a 
punishment for moral transgressions is reinforced.  
The added crossing of moral boundaries by homosexual men to justify AIDS as a 
punishment in the cultural imagination can be contributed to the changing views on 
homosexuality. George H. W. Bush’s position on homosexuality was mixed, and film was 
already responding to the political position on homosexuality that would become more 
prominent under his successor, Bill Clinton. Bush Sr. said in a TV interview that: “if he 
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found out a grandchild was gay (sic) he would ‘love the child’ but tell him that 
homosexuality is not normal and discourage him from working for gay rights” (Smith and 
Haider-Markel 151). In film, overcoming the impact of a homophobic environment or family 
became a central theme. Other than Philadelphia, two films, Andre’s Mother (1990) and Our 
Sons (1991), focus on this topic. These films specifically deal with the homophobia of the 
mothers of young gay men. Hart argues that homosexual men are often represented as an 
embarrassment to their parents (51). This is often most notable in the relationship with the 
father, which is strained or nonexistent after the son comes out. If the father is not in the 
picture and the sons grow up in a single-mother household, this position is often filled by the 
mother (Hart 51). However, Hart seems to focus on the hatred of the parents in early films, 
such as An Early Frost. In later films, this parental disapproval of homosexuality is often 
overcome, such as in Andre’s Mother and Our Sons, where single mothers overcome their 
aversion to homosexuality. Furthermore, in Philadelphia, both Andrew Beckett and his 
partner are accepted and supported by their families and in-laws throughout the film.  
Besides the changing views on homosexuality, the changing views on who was 
vulnerable to the contraction of AIDS contributed to the changing rhetoric on AIDS in both 
film and politics. Bush’s presidency was a transitional period that reaped the fruits of a 
decade of investigation, innovation, and activism. Besides the focus on innocent victims in 
the Bush administration, there was also the public and political realization that AIDS could 
be transmitted through heterosexual intercourse. Essentially, it was believed that all sex that 
was not long-term and monogamous could be seen as promiscuous and deviant as “all 
heterosexual relations are also homosexual ones, once removed” (Sontag 73). Like Reagan, 
Bush Sr. promoted an ideal of abstinence and made that the only acceptable form of sex 
education. Other forms of sex education would have required acknowledgment and tolerance 
of different kinds of expression of sexual feelings (Sontag 75).  
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During the Bush presidency, one film was produced that focused explicitly on 
heterosexual transmission: Something to Live for: The Alison Gertz Story (1992). This film 
was the first film with a seropositive heterosexual woman as the protagonist. The film is 
based on the true story of Alison Gertz, who becomes seropositive after a one-night stand 
with a bartender. The film shows how punishment is meted out in an unpredictable manner: 
not the protagonist’s friend Stacy, a notorious party girl who has slept with several men, but 
Alison, who only cheated on her boyfriend once, becomes seropositive (Hart 41). The film 
moved its attention away from the communities that are generally portrayed as at risk; 
heterosexual young women were not considered an at-risk group for HIV infection. In 
Alison’s closing speech in the film, she mentions how problematic it was that AIDS was so 
actively linked to at-risk groups. She says that she did not mean to become an advocate, but 
that the relatability of her story, the fact that she is someone whom people can feel sorry for, 
made that she got “a new career” (1:23:51-57). Like Ryan White, Alison Gertz attempted to 
spark discussion of the vulnerability of people with HIV/AIDS as the stigmatization of the 
disease led to fear and discrimination. The film ends similarly as The Ryan White Story, 
Alison is literally embraced by numerous people in support. Thus, while Alison is punished 
for her infidelity, she is a character for whom people can feel sympathy.  
 
1.3 President Bill Clinton 
Early in his presidency, William Jefferson Clinton created two federal structures to 
establish closer contact between AIDS-activists, experts, and policymakers (Padamsee 12). 
The first was the role of the National AIDS Policy Coordinator, a position that would remain 
prominent in federal AIDS policies until the inauguration of President Trump in January 
2017. The second was PACHA, the Presidential Advisory Council on HIV/AIDS. This 
Council consisted of various science and policy experts who were to research, track 
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developments, and debate to issue recommendations for the federal government (Padamsee 
12). This improvement in federal involvement in the AIDS epidemic is exemplary for 
Clinton’s rhetoric about the AIDS crisis: “[AIDS] is not someone else's problem. This is 
everybody's problem” (Clinton). In doing so, Clinton may have attempted to break the us-
versus-them rhetoric that had been prevalent under his predecessors. 
The improvement of federal involvement may have inspired more films about AIDS 
being made than ever before, and ever after: 17 mainstream films about AIDS were 
produced. Besides the federal involvement, this spike in AIDS movies could be attributed to 
three factors. First, political views on AIDS changed, including the realization that AIDS is 
not merely a disease that strikes gay men. Second, the introduction of supporting characters 
with AIDS changed the perceptions of otherness linked to homosexuality. Finally, HIV was 
no longer a direct death sentence for people who could afford the medication, and that may 
have inspired more filmmakers to explore the theme of AIDS. 
 As Clinton argued that AIDS was essentially everyone’s disease, and thus that it 
could potentially affect anyone, prevention methods expanded to larger parts of the general 
public. Consequently, both politics and film started to pay more attention to women with 
AIDS. The image long persisted that “normal” women would not get HIV. Early on in the 
epidemic, it became clear that women could get AIDS, but they were often excluded from 
political responses as well as the scientific and popular discourse (Padamsee 17). Women 
were often seen as responsible for the infection of men and children, but not as necessarily 
sick themselves; they were merely vectors (Padamsee 17). Nonetheless, the group of women 
with HIV, specifically among the poor, African American, Latino, and drug-using 
communities, was ever-growing. For women, the biggest problem was the definition of 
AIDS. If one did not match this medical definition and consequently did not get an official 
diagnosis, one did not qualify for any federal assistance programs. In 1993, at the beginning 
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of the Clinton presidency, the definition of AIDS was changed by the CDC, encompassing 
various manifestations of AIDS that generally showed in women and drug users. This change 
in recognition, both politically and medically, led to more recognition for HIV positive 
people other than homosexual men and children. This change in definition occurred shortly 
after the release of the film Something to Live for: The Alison Gertz Story in 1992. Alison 
Gertz herself became an advocate for the recognition of women as AIDS sufferers. The film 
may have inspired public recognition for the possibility of infection in women and the 
necessity for a definitional change.  
 During the Clinton presidency, the number of films that represented AIDS in women 
increased significantly. Five films included women with AIDS: And Then There Was One 
(1994), A Place for Annie (1994), Boys on the Side (1995), A Mother’s Prayer (1995) and 
Gia (1998). In both Boys on the Side and A Mother’s Prayer, women contracted AIDS 
through heterosexual contact. As such, it establishes a significant rhetorical shift from the 
early days of AIDS when the disease was portrayed as something that could not be contracted 
through heterosexual contact. The awareness that AIDS could be transmitted through 
heterosexual sex changed the social and political perceptions of the otherness of people with 
AIDS by the mid-1990s (Shepard 184).  
 However, the first film about HIV infection through intravenous drug use, A Place for 
Annie, is still firmly rooted in the portrayal of otherness and required punishment. In the film, 
Annie is the HIV-positive daughter of drug user Linda. Thus, not only is Linda responsible 
for her own seropositive status, but she also infected her infant. Linda says in the film: “I 
deserve what is going to happen to me, you don’t” (1:11:12-20). At the end of the movie, 
Annie is miraculously cured and, as an innocent child, can live a long, healthy life. Linda, on 
the other hand, goes off to a hospice to die alone. Linda is not necessarily punished with 
AIDS, but she is punished with the death caused by AIDS. While Hart argues that Linda was 
 Zwetsloot 24 
unworthy of having an on-screen death (34), this argument disregarded cinematic convention. 
On-screen deaths were rare, and when death occurred, the only noticeable elements were 
cinematic: soft-focus and a gentle, diffusing light around the deathbed (Patterson). Painful, 
on-screen AIDS-deaths would have been extremely controversial at the time. Nonetheless, 
this film shows that while the perceptions of the otherness of people with AIDS were 
changing, the intravenous drug user was sufficiently guilty to qualify as an unrelatable Other.  
 However, the majority of the films seemed to attempt to undermine the divide 
between ‘them,’ the people with AIDS, and ‘us,’ the ‘normal’ public, most prominently 
through the introduction of supporting characters with AIDS. In the 1980s, AIDS patients 
were portrayed within their community, often consisting solely of homosexuals, and rejected 
by their heterosexual families. Various films, such as The Net (1995) and One Night Stand 
(1997), introduced supporting characters with AIDS who were part of communities that 
consisted of heterosexuals without AIDS. For example, in One Night Stand, Charlie, a 
homosexual man with AIDS, is portrayed as a supporting character advising his heterosexual 
best friend Wesley about his love life. Charlie does not want to die until he knows that 
Wesley will be all right after Charlie’s death. Charlie’s position as a friend means that he can 
be perceived as part of ‘the general population’ and not as an Other who moves solely within 
his homosexual community.  
 Besides the cinematic focus, it is highly likely that the treatability of the disease 
meant that people with AIDS could be, up to a certain extent, accepted into the general 
population. The treatability allowed many to feel that the epidemic was over (Sullivan). 
Furthermore, many believed that they could not, or no longer, be infected with AIDS. 
Antiviral drug regimens make HIV nearly undetectable in the blood, and many assumed that 
this meant that the virus was out of their system. “Some people [were] using this as an excuse 
to literally go out and have unsafe sex again” (Shepard 183). This misinformation would, 
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among other reasons, spike a new wave of AIDS infections. The fact that the virus was 
undetectable in the blood meant that people were no longer necessarily perceived as ‘one of 
them.’ 
 However, the treatability of the disease did have significant consequences for the 
health care system. Bill Clinton was the first Democratic president since the beginning of the 
AIDS epidemic and sought to expand the budgets for federal HIV/AIDS programs, such as 
the Ryan White CARE Act, Medicare, and Medicaid (Padamsee 12; Gomez 114). While 
various political demands from both the Democratic and the Republican parties constrained 
Clinton’s ideas on AIDS prevention and management, Clinton managed to expand the federal 
funds for HIV/AIDS: for the CARE Act, the budget increased by 260% (Padamsee 12; 
Gomez 114). However, this still proved to be insufficient due to two main reasons (Padamsee 
13; Gomez 114). First, the medications that made the virus undetectable in the blood, Highly 
Active Antiretroviral Therapy (HAART), was expensive, and many people with HIV relied 
on the CARE Act to obtain medication (Padamsee 12). Second, more people got access to 
federal health coverage. For example, the status of seropositive people under the ADA meant 
that they qualified for Medicare (Padamsee 14). 
 In films of the Clinton era, it is shown that a cure had become something tangible and 
possible, whereas it had previously always been a death sentence. The most prominent 
cinematic response to treatability is The Cure (1995). In the film, two boys go in search of a 
cure for AIDS as one of them, the 11-year-old Dexter, contracted AIDS through a blood 
transfusion. This film is a metaphorical representation of doctors searching for a cure, mainly 
so children will not die. According to Sontag, people with AIDS rarely ask “why me?” as the 
disease is contributed to personal behavior (24). However, the deaths of children, especially 
on-screen, can make the viewer ask: why them?  
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Through the sympathy felt for guilty seropositive characters such as Alison Gertz, the 
inclusion of seropositive characters in the general population through supporting characters, 
and portrayal of innocent children still dying from this disease, the us-versus-them rhetoric 
that had exemplified the early days of the AIDS epidemic was continuously undermined. The 
portrayal of otherness that had once been so prominent in the AIDS movie seemed to have 
been limited to intravenous drug users during the Clinton administration.  
 
1.4 Conclusion  
To summarize, both the political and the cinematic response to the AIDS epidemic 
was slow. The outbreak narrative of the AIDS epidemic was, from the very beginning, 
heavily influenced by the stigmatization of homosexual men, a group in which AIDS spread 
quickly and was most prominently diagnosed. Early on, this inspired a political and cinematic 
rhetoric that differentiated between the general population and at-risk communities. AIDS 
was perceived as a punishment for those who transgressed moral bounds, and it was believed 
that the disease would not affect ‘innocent’ Americans. However, at the end of the Reagan 
presidency, film forced the public and their political representatives to acknowledge the 
existence of innocent victims through films about children with AIDS. The story of Ryan 
White would fuel this awareness and inspire the Ryan White CARE Act, which was 
instigated to provide care for those affected by the disease.  
During the Bush presidency, the perceptions of guilty victims changed as well. Where 
in An Early Frost merely being homosexual was enough to be punished with AIDS, in 
Philadelphia and other films of that time, the protagonists needed to cross other moral 
boundaries to contract AIDS, for example, through infidelity. Furthermore, the awareness 
that AIDS could also be transmitted through heterosexual sex rose, specifically through the 
efforts of Alison Gertz. The film about her life, the first with a female protagonist, inspired a 
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number of films with female protagonists during the Clinton years. While a degree of guilt is 
often still attributed to victims, the sense of fully separate communities that were affected by 
the disease changed.  
This change in the perception of otherness and how ‘other’ people needed to be to 
contract AIDS can be seen in film through the introduction of supporting characters with 
AIDS. The change in the necessity of otherness can also be contributed to medical 
developments, such as HAART. If the virus was no longer detectable in the blood, the 
seropositive person could no longer be described as ‘one of them.’ Where the distinction 
between ‘them’ and ‘us’ was a sharp dichotomy at the beginning of the crisis, the 
developments before 2000 blurred the lines. After 2000, the seropositive Other would be 
reestablished, but along other lines.  
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Chapter 2: The “unmixed message that there are right […] and wrong choices in life”: 
George W. Bush’s conservative politics, changing stereotypes, and criminalization  
During Bush’s presidential campaign in 2000, he wrote in a letter to the AIDS 
Foundation of Chicago: “[c]hildren deserve a clear, unmixed message that there are right 
choices in life and wrong choices in life [and] that we are responsible for our actions." While 
this comment was specifically targeted at the use of drugs, a strict dichotomy of right versus 
wrong, often seen in conservative and religious ideology, is prominent throughout Bush’s 
policies, including his policies on AIDS. Bush’s primary focus in the AIDS epidemic was on 
international policies, of which the most prominent is the instigation of PEPFAR (President’s 
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief). In his State of the Union Address in 2003, Bush stated: 
“We have confronted, and will continue to confront, HIV/AIDS in our own country. And to 
meet a severe and urgent crisis abroad, tonight I propose the Emergency Plan for AIDS 
Relief — a work of mercy beyond all current international efforts to help the people of 
Africa” (28 Jan. 2003). PEPFAR passed the US Congress in 2003 and focused on 12 
countries in Africa as well as Vietnam, Haiti, and Guyana, as these countries made up 50 
percent of the total number of HIV infections worldwide (Sepulveda x). 
Bush’s ideas actively opposed Clinton’s rhetoric of AIDS being everyone’s disease. 
Specific AIDS prevention was brought back to those who already had the disease and their 
ability to infect others. For the general public, abstinence-only education became the norm, 
which may have contributed to a decline in both public and political interest in AIDS. AIDS, 
once again, became the disease of the Other, and the us-versus-them rhetoric was 
strengthened. In the years leading up to Bush’s election, HIV infection and AIDS deaths 
became less common, and AIDS was perceived as less of a threat, as medication could make 
life with HIV bearable. While the overall number of new AIDS cases declined, this decline 
was significantly higher in men who have sex with men and intravenous drug users than in 
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people who got the virus through heterosexual contact (United States, Dept. of HHS, CDC). 
These statistics show how AIDS awareness rose in homosexual and drug-using communities, 
but the misconception that people could only get AIDS through certain “immoral” behaviors 
remained prevalent in society.  
This decline in interest can also be seen in the number of films made during the Bush 
years. I have found nine Hollywood and television films from this time that show at least one 
character with HIV or AIDS, which is significantly fewer than the 30 films made during the 
Clinton era, of which 17 were Hollywood and television films. All films of this era, without 
exception, press two facts. First, HIV/AIDS is not something that you can get solely through 
male homosexual contact. Second, HIV/AIDS is no longer a death sentence if the 
seropositive person has access to medication. The reaffirmation of these facts could be a 
response to the general misconceptions still present among the American public, which in 
itself may have been inspired by previous films about AIDS. 
In this chapter, I will argue that during the Bush Jr. presidency, there was a 
reestablishment of the us-versus-them rhetoric in films about AIDS. While in his first term, 
this otherness was mainly focused on those who disregarded conservative, religious norms 
through the breaking of the traditional family or not being abstinent before marriage, during 
his second term, this HIV-infected Other became either a drug user or more based on racial 
rather than sexual stereotypes. While film contradicted some of these stereotypes, many were 
reinforced.  
 
2.1 Conservative Religious Ideals 
While religious principles, such as the ideals of abstinence before marriage and the 
disapproval of homosexuality, heavily influenced Bush Jr.’s policies on AIDS (Padamsee 
19), he never seemed to actively link AIDS and homosexuality in his rhetoric about the AIDS 
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epidemic. It is probable that the link between homosexuality and AIDS was not used to 
strengthen the position of PEPFAR. If Bush had used this perceived connection as his 
conservative predecessors had done, his evangelical support base would have likely rejected 
international affiliation with the AIDS epidemic as homosexuality was, in itself, considered a 
sin by this base. Bush similarly considered homosexuality a sin, but also stated: “I'm not 
going to kick gays, because I'm a sinner. How can I differentiate sin?” (Bush in Kirkpatrick). 
In response, the metaphor of AIDS as a punishment for homosexuality, which had already 
been diluted under Bush Sr. and Clinton, was further diminished. During the Bush era, only 
two films, out of the nine Hollywood and television films about AIDS, focus solely on 
homosexual characters with HIV or AIDS, namely The Hours (2002) and The Blackwater 
Lightship (2004).  
While the Bush administration did not actively reestablish the link between 
homosexuality and AIDS, all films about AIDS released during this period, with the 
exception of Homeless to Harvard: The Liv Murray Story (2003), used at least one 
homosexual character. However, the majority of the homosexual characters were supporting 
characters. In various films, homosexual supporting characters did not have AIDS or were 
infected through something other than homosexual intercourse. For example, in Life Support 
(2007), the main storyline revolves around an infection with HIV due to drug use, which will 
be discussed in detail later in this chapter. One of the seropositive characters, Amare, is gay. 
However, his sexuality seems of no further importance to the narrative, as both of his parents 
were HIV-positive drug users, and he could have contracted the virus through them.  
When homosexual characters are protagonists in AIDS films of the Bush era, they are 
mainly portrayed as breakers of the Bush-promoted ‘traditional family’ (Shepard 187). The 
breaking of these traditional families was something to be punished, for example in A Home 
at the End of the World (2004), and The 24th Day (2004). In A Home at the End of the World, 
 Zwetsloot 31 
an untraditional family is portrayed by a three-way romantic, though not always sexual, 
relationship between childhood friends, Bobby and Jonathan, and an older woman, Clare. 
When Bobby and Clare start a relationship and conceive a child, they decide to raise the child 
with the three of them. However, their relationship ends when Clare leaves with their child 
out of jealousy of the romantic relationship between Bobby and Jonathan. An interpretation 
could be that the homosexual Jonathan gets HIV because he sabotages the heterosexual 
monogamous relationship between Bobby and Clare.  
Similarly, Tom and Dan are punished for sabotaging a heterosexual monogamous 
relationship in the film The 24th Day. In this film, Tom holds Dan hostage while Tom sends 
Dan’s blood out to get tested for HIV. Tom and Dan had a sexual encounter years before, and 
when Tom’s wife dies after running a red light in a car collision after she is diagnosed with 
HIV, Tom devises a plan to exact revenge. Tom is also diagnosed with the virus, and since he 
claims that his first and only homosexual encounter was with Dan, he assumes that he got the 
virus from Dan. In this assumption, the film portrays the misconception that only homosexual 
men could spread HIV. Dan tries to argue that there are other ways of getting infected, such 
as heterosexual sex. However, as Dan turns out to be the cause of the infection in Tom and 
his wife, the film reestablishes the idea that AIDS is a gay disease.  
In the film, the idea of perceiving HIV as a punishment for moral transgression is 
called into question. Tom says: “And in the end, I'm the only one responsible for what 
happened to her. But with you, I put my life in your hands. Someone I didn't even know. And 
I got what I deserved, and you're probably getting what you deserve. No, you don't deserve 
this, no one deserves this” (The 24th Day 1:28:04-23). While both the homosexual intercourse 
and the infidelity are portrayed as moral transgressions for which punishment is required, the 
quote shows that in this film, HIV is considered too harsh of a punishment for any moral 
transgression. Nonetheless, both could be considered punished for their moral transgressions 
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in other ways. Tom is punished by the loss of his wife and the responsibility he feels for her 
death and Dan is punished by being taken hostage.  
Because of its genre, this thriller can be read as a response to the AIDS 
criminalization that was politically prominent at the time. Thrillers generally portray the 
planning, committing, or obstruction of a crime (Bordwell and Thompson 334). They revolve 
around suspense and emphasize “visceral, gut-level feelings rather than more sensitive, 
cerebral, or emotionally heavy feelings, such as tragedy, pathos, pity, love, nostalgia” (Rubin 
5). Suspense is connected to various factors, of which, concerning the theme of AIDS, viewer 
identification is the most important (Rubin 219). While viewers generally identify with the 
one who is wronged, this film calls into question who the victim is as it becomes apparent in 
the film that Dan never got tested, while he tells his sexual partners that he is regularly tested 
and that they can have unprotected sex.  
AIDS criminalization in the United States was mainly based on the public fear of the 
Clinton years that seropositive people would intentionally infect others. In response, HIV 
transmission was increasingly perceived as an act that should be punished and surveyed by 
the state (Shepard 187). By 2000, nearly half the states had laws that penalized not disclosing 
seropositive status to partners, even when a condom is used (Shepard 186). As Dan is 
consciously exposing others to possible STIs and HIV as he “just knows” that he does not 
have any, this could be perceived as a criminal act. Sontag argued, in this regard, that AIDS 
should oblige people to consider sex as “having, possibly, the direst consequences: suicide. 
Or murder” (Sontag 72). While the term murder might be an overstatement, as medication 
significantly improved life for seropositive people, Dan is putting the lives of others at risk 
by lying about getting tested.  
Girl, Positive (2007) was an outlier in the representation of AIDS in film as it focuses 
on debunking stereotypical ideas about AIDS transmission and AIDS as a punishment for 
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disregarding conservative values. For example, a seronegative homosexual character is 
introduced to invalidate the misconception that HIV infection happens mainly through 
homosexual intercourse. In the film, the protagonist, Rachel, asks her stereotypical gay best 
friend if he is ever afraid of getting AIDS, while she does not approach any other character 
with this question. This seems ironic as Rachel is seropositive, while her gay best friend is 
not. Furthermore, misconceptions about homosexual transmission were explicitly named in 
the film, when the gay best friend tells a doctor while being tested: “I talked to a bunch of 
older guys about it, and they said it’s not a big deal anymore. You get sick, you take the 
drugs and you’re cool. It’s like a gay rite of passage, you’re gonna get it eventually, so why 
use a condom?” (Girl, Positive 1:08:32-43). This comment may have been inspired by the 
perception that AIDS was treatable and no longer resembled a real risk to seropositive 
people. However, through the doctor’s response, the misconception that HIV would be 
unavoidable as a homosexual man is undermined.  
Furthermore, the conservative religious idea that the absence of a traditional family 
could be seen as inviting immoral behavior amongst adolescents, and thus result in HIV 
infection (Kay and Jackson 13), is similarly debunked. In the film, the 17-year-old 
protagonist, Rachel, finds out that she is infected with HIV through a one-night stand. Rachel 
is regularly left alone at home at night as her single mother goes out and sleeps with various 
men. Rachel engages in sexual intercourse with her boyfriend during those nights. As such, 
both the untraditional, one-parent family and the mother’s ‘immoral’ behavior could be seen 
as allowing Rachel to have intercourse. However, Rachel is infected by a boy who comes 
from a conservative two-parent household. Furthermore, Rachel’s peers in the film are, at 
various times, shown having parties where they engage in sexual intercourse, drug use, and 
other ‘immoral activities.’ Thus, the movie shows that regardless of the actions of the parents 
and the community, children will experiment with what is considered immoral behavior. 
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While Rachel is portrayed as to some extent responsible for her predicament, she is mostly 
portrayed as a teenager who makes mistakes due to an absence of proper sexual education.  
The portrayal of Rachel as a teenager who makes mistakes, rather than HIV as a 
punishment, can be read as a critique on Bush’s abstinence-only programs for adolescents. 
Bush stated in 2004: “We will double federal funding for abstinence programs, so schools 
can teach this fact of life: Abstinence for young people is the only certain way to avoid 
sexually-transmitted diseases” (“State of the Union Address,” 20 Jan. 2004). Shepard argued 
that ideology took precedence over evidence in the Bush administration, as, in 2003, 
information about condoms as a means of avoiding the spread of HIV was deleted from the 
CDC website (189). Bush ensured support from PACHA by instating members who were 
vocal supporters of abstinence-only education (Padamsee 19; Gilden 29). The film, which is 
cut with confessionals of the fictional students, shows how unsuccessful the promotion of 
abstinence is in high school and how many misconceptions teenagers have about sex and 
STIs if they get abstinence-only education. The ideas portrayed in this film about the 
unsuccessfulness of abstinence-only education may, in turn, have influenced the shift in 
Bush’s stance on abstinence-only education. In 2008, one year after the release of Girl, 
Positive, Bush started to include condoms in the most important methods of HIV prevention, 
he stated: “a prevention strategy that works: ABC, which means abstinence, be faithful, and 
use condoms. This isn’t guesswork; this is a program that is working” (“White House 
Summit”). Nonetheless, Girl, Positive is not the only film that criticized abstinence-only 
education.  
Precious (2009) focuses on the problem of abstinence-only education that by placing 
sole responsibility of abstinence onto women, the responsibility of men for their actions is 
removed. In abstinence-only education, women were presumed to be naturally chaste and 
responsible for not tempting testosterone-driven boys who were grappling with their rampant 
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sexuality (Kay and Jackson 20). In such an ideological framework, the inability of women to 
constrain the sexual urges of men can be considered a punishable offense. However, in these 
situations, rape or sexual assault can lead to victim-blaming, and the perpetrator escapes 
responsibility (Kay and Jackson 20). In Precious, the protagonist, Claireece Precious Jones, 
is sexually abused by her father and has two children by him. Precious is infected with HIV 
through incestuous rape, and her father dies of AIDS-related complications. While it can be 
argued that her seropositive status is a ‘punishment’ for having sex outside of the bounds of 
marriage, this interpretation would be highly problematic as Precious was only three years 
old when the abuse started. Thus, an interpretation of that kind would inspire victim-blaming. 
Victim-blaming occurs when the victim is held, in some way, responsible for the actions of 
the perpetrator.  
In the film, the possible interpretation of Precious’s responsibility for the abuse is 
further problematized by Precious’s mother, who does blame Precious for the abuse: “[i]t's 
this bitch's fault, because she let my man have her” (Precious 01:38:41-45). Precious’s 
mother places blame on Precious and her inability to keep a man from assaulting her. 
However, for the viewer, the absurdity and backwardness of this argument is shown, as 
Precious was a toddler when the abuse started. Precious is an innocent victim, as all children 
who are infected with AIDS are. As such, the responsibility of women for sexual intercourse 
and HIV infection is called into question.  
Nonetheless, in the film, Precious is portrayed as an Other for white middle-class 
viewers. While Rachel from Girl, Positive and Precious both come from untraditional 
families, Rachel is the embodiment of a white, suburban middle-class girl, and thus easy to 
identify with for a demographically similar audience. Precious, on the other hand, is an 
African American girl growing up in poverty with a mother who refuses to work and lives off 
welfare checks, a stereotype of the ‘welfare queen.’ Racial otherness, reinforced by the 
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portrayal of these kinds of stereotypes, was readily employed by abstinence-only programs 
(Kay and Jackson 21) and subsequently in film. In the second term of Bush’s presidency, 
Precious can be considered an outlier as it is the only film about African Americans with 
AIDS that focusses specifically on heterosexual transmission. Other films with African 
American characters portray infection through intravenous drug use. In abstinence-only 
programs, African American women were generally portrayed as drug users and African 
American men as likely to be incarcerated (Kay and Jackson 21). These stereotypes were 
both used and undermined in the films of Bush’s second term.  
 
2.2 Racial Minorities 
During Bush Jr.’s second term in office, four films were produced with at least one 
African American character with HIV or AIDS, and, of these films, three have African 
American protagonists: Rent, Life Support, and Precious. This is a stark difference from the 
films produced during the first term of his presidency, where all characters with AIDS were 
white. Over a decade earlier, in 1991, African American basketball star Magic Johnson 
announced that he was seropositive, possibly due to heterosexual transmission. While Magic 
Johnson’s diagnosis changed the public perception about AIDS as having a racial dimension 
(Padamsee 16), during the Bush presidency the attention towards this risk-group became 
unavoidable as African Americans made up the largest group of newly diagnosed HIV/AIDS 
patients.  
As Bush focused more on AIDS prevention and management in Africa, the disease 
itself became associated with the foreign, the exotic, and the primitive (Sontag 51). As the 
perceived connection between homosexuality and AIDS was undermined in political rhetoric, 
a new Other was created onto whom the uncleanliness of infection could be projected: the 
poor and “people with darker skins,” specifically intravenous drug users (Sontag 27, 41). The 
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ideological need for an Other seems to have been based on fear. In the 1990s, HIV became 
everyone’s disease, but that made it a disease that could infect anyone. By creating an Other 
who was more at risk than the general population, this fear could be suppressed.  
Furthermore, the otherness of seropositive people could have been necessary as 
medication made those with HIV or AIDS harder to identify. Prevention policies instated by 
Bush Jr. focused mainly on limiting the spread of HIV by targeting those who were already 
infected (Shepard 187; Padamsee 21; Janssen 1019), which could have been inspired by the 
lack of recognizable symptoms due to the availability of medication. Furthermore, during the 
Clinton presidency, it became clear that as medication suppressed the viral load, and the virus 
could become nearly undetectable in the blood, seropositive people became more careless as 
many believed that they could not infect others anymore. As such, racial minorities were used 
as racial differences are perceived as outwardly recognizable.  
During the Bush presidency, the first African-American and Hispanic characters with 
AIDS were portrayed in mainstream film, namely in Rent (2005). Rent portrays a group of 
eight friends, of whom four are seropositive, and who are mostly artists living in poverty in 
Alphabet City. All but one of the seropositive characters are either Hispanic or African-
American. One of the seropositive characters, Mimi, is probably a first-generation Hispanic 
immigrant, as she sings: “Feels too damn much like home / When the Spanish babies cry” 
(Rent 42:45-52). While it is highly likely that Mimi became HIV-positive due to her drug use, 
the viewer is unable to determine if this infection was incurred before or after she immigrated 
to the United States. This gap in information could be because, at this time, it was still illegal 
for HIV positive immigrants to enter the United States, a law introduced by George H. W. 
Bush. For the other racial minority characters, the source of their infection is similarly 
unclear. As the source of their infection remains unclear, the association between being a 
racial minority and HIV infections is strengthened. 
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Similarly, in Life Support (2007), the link between otherness and HIV infection is 
strengthened, mainly through the portrayal of stereotypical ideas of female respectability. The 
protagonist, Ana, is a former cocaine addict who contracted HIV through her husband. She 
runs an outreach program for people with HIV and attempts to educate those around her 
about the risks. In the film, Ana hosts a regular meeting for African American women with 
HIV, who are mostly monogamous and heterosexual. The majority of these women state that 
they contracted HIV through their husbands or boyfriends. In African American 
communities, it is common for female respectability to be defined by a woman’s ability to 
remain faithful to a man regardless of his fidelity to her (Kay and Jackson 22). In the group 
discussions led by Ana, it becomes clear that all the women remain with their husbands, even 
though some are convinced that their husbands committed homosexual adultery in prison. 
Nonetheless, Ana is convinced that her husband got HIV through intravenous drug use rather 
than homosexual intercourse.  
However, drug use is only identifiable as the source of infection in white characters 
with HIV and not in racially other characters with HIV. In both Girl, Positive and Homeless 
to Harvard: the Liv Murray Story, there are white seropositive characters who clearly became 
infected with HIV through drug use. It is likely that in these films, the otherness of the 
characters is reinforced by drug use. As this is not necessary as a source of otherness in racial 
minority characters, it could remain unclear if drug use was the source of HIV.  
 
2.3 Intravenous Drug Users 
Abstinence was portrayed as the primary prevention method for HIV infection, both 
from sexual intercourse outside of the bonds of marriage and from drugs. Specific HIV 
prevention for those who are already drug users is absent from Bush’s rhetoric. Instead, Bush 
focused on the unavailability of drugs. Bush stated: “[a]s a government, we are fighting 
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illegal drugs by cutting off supplies and reducing demand through anti-drug education 
programs” (“State of the Union Address,” 28 Jan. 2003). Thus, Bush argued that if illegal 
drugs were not available, anti-drug education programs, which likely also warned about HIV 
infection, would become obsolete.  
Furthermore, during the Bush administration, the general policy for clean needle 
programs was less funding, requiring existing clean needle programs to rely on state and 
other funding (Padamsee 16, 20). Bush, like Reagan and Bush Sr., reaffirmed the political 
and societal fears that initiatives like clean needle programs would increase drug use, 
especially among children (Buchanan et al. 427; Bush, “Response”). However, states 
themselves did instigate clean needle programs in order to prevent drug addicts from getting 
infected with HIV. It is estimated that clean needle programs operated in 36 states by the end 
of 2002; however, this was only legal in 12 states (Buchanan et al. 428). That clean-needle 
programs remained in operation is unsurprising, as intravenous drug users still represented 
the second-largest group of people infected with HIV in the United States, after homosexual 
men (United States, Dept. of HHS, CDC). Drug use as a possible source of HIV infection 
also played a prominent role in the films about AIDS, as four films made during the Bush 
presidency used this trope.  
In films that portray seropositive drug users, the theme of punishment seemed to 
become more apparent as careless behavior by seropositive drug users could mean the 
infection of others. Furthermore, while sexual transmission is penalized by the state, 
transmission through needles is not, and seems to become something that requires other 
forms of punishment. While Girl, Positive debunks various misconceptions and stereotypes 
about HIV and punishment, Jason, who infected the protagonist Rachel, is portrayed as guilty 
as he contracted HIV through his intravenous drug use. Jason is punished for his carelessness 
with drugs with death. However, his death is not caused by AIDS-related complications, but 
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by a car accident. The availability of medication, especially for someone like Jason, who 
comes from an upper-class family, means that the probability of death through AIDS-related 
complications was unlikely. As such, Jason’s death needed to be caused by factors other than 
AIDS.  
In film, medication for HIV and AIDS was completely absent until the 2000s, and 
afterward, it was portrayed as readily available for all. In both Life Support and Rent, even 
the homeless have access to medication, while, in real life, the reorganizations of Medicaid 
and Medicare made critics fear that there would no longer be insurance for people living in 
poverty (Shepard 189). Bush’s primary goal in terms of domestic disease management for 
HIV and AIDS was to “end the waiting lists for AIDS medicines in America” (Bush, “State 
of the Union Address,” 31 Jan. 2006). To reach this goal, the Ryan White CARE Act was 
restructured, and 75% of the budget was invested in medication and visits to physicians 
(Padamsee 22). Life Support is the only film that subtly hints at the possibility of unavailable 
medication. In the film, one of the characters, Amare, illegally sells his HIV medication. The 
fact that there is a black market for the drugs implies that not everyone had access. Selling 
the medication could have been lucrative. During the Bush presidency, prices for HIV 
medication were escalating. A drug cocktail cost about $30,000 a year, and Medicare paid 
about $2.1 billion to cover the health care costs for people with HIV/AIDS (Shepard 190).  
While Jason’s death is portrayed as an accident as he had access to medication, films 
more regularly portray the use of intravenous drugs while HIV positive as something that 
needs to be punished by the racially other seropositive persons themselves. For example, in 
Rent, the Hispanic Mimi tries to overcome her drug addiction but fails and runs away from 
rehab. Instead of returning to the loft where she had been squatting, she chooses to live on the 
streets and to stop taking her HIV medication. Her response is in stark contrast with, and 
possibly a response to, the death of her friend Angel from AIDS-related complications. Angel 
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did not portray any at-risk behavior: she had a monogamous, seropositive boyfriend, did not 
use drugs, and went to life support meetings regularly. While Angel tried to extend her life by 
taking the proper precautions, Mimi does the opposite as she is unable to beat her drug 
addiction. Furthermore, as Mimi lives on the streets, chances are that she shares needles with 
other addicts, putting them at risk for HIV infection. Mimi is punished when she almost 
freezes to death at the end of the movie. Similarly, the African American Amare, in Life 
Support, chooses to live on the streets and stop his HIV medication when he is unable to beat 
his drug addiction. However, Amare does end up dying from a drug overdose. In Mimi and 
Amare’s self-punishment, they actually pose a risk to their communities if they share needles 
or engage in sexual contact. Both are punished by (near-) death.  
 
2.4 Conclusion 
During the Bush presidency, the us-versus-them rhetoric was once again reinforced 
but based on drug use or racial rather than sexuality stereotypes. The use of racial minority 
characters could have been in response to Bush’s PEPFAR, which focused on AIDS 
management and prevention in Africa. To gain support for this initiative, AIDS could no 
longer be portrayed as merely a “gay disease.” Homosexual characters in AIDS films were 
often supporting characters, and if they were protagonists, they were often portrayed as 
breakers of the traditional family, for which AIDS was the punishment. Both the traditional 
family and abstinence-only programs were in line with Bush’s conservative ideals. The racial 
and gender stereotypes portrayed in abstinence-only education were both contested and 
reaffirmed in film. Girl, Positive was most critical of abstinence-only education and showed 
how harmful it could be to adolescents.  
During the second term of the Bush presidency, the drug-using racial minority 
character became a common protagonist in films about AIDS. The ideological need for an 
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Other with AIDS could be attributed to two main reasons. First, AIDS became more 
associated with the foreign and the exotic due to the international focus of PEPFAR. Second, 
as medication became more readily available, seropositive people could no longer be 
recognized by their symptoms, which increased public fear. Seropositive drug users were 
mostly portrayed as deserving punishment, mainly death. However, for racially Other drug 
users, this punishment is mainly portrayed as self-inflicted. The cinematic portrayal of the 
seropositive, drug using, racial minority character was short-lived and disappeared 
completely before the inauguration of the first African American president of the United 
States.  
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Chapter 3: Obama’s Recommitment, Memorialization and Suppressing Fear 
“I salute President Bush for his leadership in crafting a plan for AIDS relief in Africa 
… But we must also recommit ourselves to addressing the AIDS crisis here in the United 
States” (Obama). Even before his inauguration on January 20, 2009, President Barack Obama 
spoke out for a return to a national focus on the AIDS epidemic. Over the eight years of his 
presidency, Obama would deliver on this promise with various implementations, and, most 
importantly, with the National HIV/AIDS Strategy for the United States (NHAS) in 2010.  
The NHAS was not the first HIV/AIDS strategy implemented in the United States. 
Two previous plans were released to deal with the crisis of the AIDS epidemic, but both were 
mostly unsuccessful. Reagan’s strategy was mainly the creation of the Presidential 
Commission on the HIV epidemic. However, most reports and advice by this commission 
were ignored (Yehia and Frank 4). The second plan, created by President Clinton in 1996, 
failed due to the absence of a timeline to specify when specific goals needed to be met, and 
“did not clearly identify federal offices responsible for each goal” (Yehia and Frank 4).  
Obama’s NHAS had a clear vision: “The United States will become a place where 
new HIV infections are rare and when they do occur, every person … will have unfettered 
access to high quality, life-extending care, free from stigma and discrimination” (NHAS iii). 
The NHAS consisted of three goals: reducing new HIV infections, increasing access to care 
and improving health outcomes for people living with HIV, and reducing HIV-related 
disparities and health inequities. These goals in themselves were not new. Various presidents 
had focused on similar topics when dealing with the AIDS epidemic. What was new was that 
the NHAS included goals for various organizations that had to be met within a specific 
timeframe and stressed the importance of collaboration between different branches of 
government that dealt with this crisis. 
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Not only did Obama specify the governmental position towards AIDS, but he also 
reflected on the political responses of the past. “On this twentieth anniversary of World AIDS 
Day, I think it's appropriate to look back. [In 1988,] many refused to even acknowledge the 
existence of this disease, let alone the devastating impact it was having on families and 
communities around the world” (Obama). Remembering the first responses is as important as 
the new policies, as the first responses shaped the outbreak narrative surrounding the AIDS 
epidemic (Wald 214). Furthermore, by 2009, when Obama was inaugurated as president, 
only 45% of the Americans who responded to a poll about the AIDS epidemic conducted by 
the Kaiser Family Foundation, said that they had heard “‘some’ or ‘a lot’ about the problems 
of AIDS in the United States in the last year” (NHAS 7). These numbers represent a 
significant decline since 70% said the same in 2004. Significantly rising numbers in the 
general population did not consider AIDS a public health emergency anymore, as the medical 
condition was, by this time, highly treatable (NHAS 7).  
In this light, this chapter will argue that the combination of further declining interest 
and more structured policies under Obama resulted in films that focus on either extreme fears 
about AIDS or memorialization of the first two decades of the AIDS epidemic. 
Memorialization in itself can be split into two categories: films about famous AIDS sufferers 
and memorialization of the beginning of the AIDS crisis and the first governmental 
approaches. The chapter will be structured based on the goals set in Obama’s National 
HIV/AIDS strategy.  
 
3.1 Reducing New HIV Infections 
 The first goal of the NHAS, reducing new HIV infections, consists of three steps: 
intensifying HIV prevention methods, using “effective, evidence-based approaches” to 
prevent HIV infection, and educating “all Americans about the threat of HIV and how to 
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prevent it” (NHAS viii). This goal has a twofold focus. On the one hand, the focus is not 
merely on at-risk communities, but on all Americans. In the NHAS, it was stated that 
“anyone can become infected with HIV, [but] some Americans are at greater risk than others” 
(NHAS vii). It was stressed that people who were more at risk did not necessarily partake in 
riskier behaviors, the numbers of HIV-positive individuals in a community dramatically 
increased the risk of HIV infection, even if the individual did not engage in “greater risk 
behaviors” (NHAS 12). Most significant in the NHAS was the focus on evidence-based 
approaches rather than societal fears and religious morals. 
 Films of the Obama era focused mainly on at-risk communities, but the two films set 
in the present, Temptation: Confessions of a Marriage Councelor (2013) (Temptation) and 
The Brothers Grimsby (2016) both considered less likely modes of infection. The other four 
films made in this era are memorializing, set between the end of the 1970s and the mid-
1990s. The focus on homosexuality diminished significantly during these years, and drug use 
as a risk factor for HIV infection was absent. Only two films focused specifically on 
homosexuality: Behind the Candelabra (2013) and The Normal Heart (2014). Three films did 
not use any homosexual characters: Temptation, Straight Outta Compton (2015), and The 
Brothers Grimsby. The former two did not even hint at homosexuality: there are solely 
heterosexual characters. The latter, on the other hand, did address the theme of 
homosexuality.  
The Brothers Grimsby satirizes the outbreak narrative, fears, and preconceptions 
surrounding the AIDS epidemic. This British-American action comedy shows the story of 
two brothers. One of the brothers, Sebastian, is an MI6 agent who has to go on the run with 
his brother Nobby after a faulty shooting at a benefit for the eradication of all infectious 
diseases called WorldCure. However, it turns out that WorldCure wants to eradicate all 
infectious diseases by setting free a virus killing the world’s uneducated population, as only 
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those would go to a soccer final. Both infections and homophobia are continuously satirized 
in the movie. Homophobia is mainly satirized by the constant requirement of homosexual 
sexual actions to prevent deaths. For example, one of the protagonists, who is extremely 
homophobic, sucks a poison out of his brother’s penis.  
However, the central satirized theme is who is responsible for infection and who saves 
the world from infection. While the traditional outbreak narrative about HIV was based on 
homosexual men spreading the disease in the United States, a seemingly homosexual act 
actually saves the world from infection in the film. By inserting the fireworks that are 
supposed to spread the virus into their rectums, the brothers save the world from mass 
infection. Furthermore, the cure for the virus that they are exposed to through their attempt to 
save the world can be found in Africa in the form of elephant semen. This location can be 
perceived as satirical as in Europe, Africa was generally perceived as the original place where 
the virus is found, but now it is the place where the cure is found. The brothers are exposed to 
elephant semen when, in an earlier scene, they evade a hit by criminals by hiding in an 
elephant’s uterus. Multiple bulls inseminate this elephant in quick succession while the 
brothers hide in the uterus. The satirization of semen protecting them from infection leads the 
viewer to question their possible misconceptions about infections and the moral objection to 
sexual encounters out of wedlock and multiple sexual partners. In films of the decades prior, 
those who have multiple sexual partners are often portrayed as guilty victims, but in this case, 
sexual promiscuity saves the brothers.  
Not only guilt in infection is called into question, but innocence as well. The United 
States is generally portrayed in American narratives as the receiver of disease, mainly 
through immigrants. However, in this film, an American philanthropist is the mastermind 
behind the idea of mass infecting the world’s population. In doing so, the film questions the 
role of the United States in infectious diseases around the world. It may even refer to the 
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aforementioned narrative in Soviet newspapers that the United States was responsible for the 
creation of HIV. Furthermore, children are generally perceived as innocent victims, who have 
no responsibility for their seropositive status. In mainstream films about AIDS, a child is 
never responsible for infecting another. However, in The Grimsby Brothers, a child is not 
responsible but is essentially the cause of the infection of others.  
In The Brothers Grimsby, a mostly irrational fear of entirely incidental infection with 
HIV is explored in a highly political setting. In this film, a fake Daniel Radcliff, an English 
actor best known for playing the protagonist in the Harry Potter film series, is infected with 
HIV during a benefit called WorldCure. Daniel Radcliff screams when a stray bullet hits one 
of the guests of honor, a seropositive Jewish-Palestinian boy, and a drop of blood lands in his 
mouth. Later in the film, at a soccer match, he is hit with a stray bullet, and his blood sprays 
into the mouth of Donald Trump, infecting Trump with HIV. This movie reestablished a fear 
that a single drop of blood could do “in three seconds what Voldemort failed to do in eight 
movies.” Consequently, the villain, who would have infected the innocent victim, or the 
deviant, who brought it onto himself, is not a viable character in this film. The fact that 
Daniel Radcliff is infected rather than any other celebrity could be a comment on the 
disinterest of Millennials about HIV. Millennials were born after the beginning of the AIDS 
epidemic and missed the fear and panic of the initial years. Furthermore, Harry Potter was 
highly influential and possibly iconic for this generation, and the seropositive status of ‘one 
of their own’ can refocus the Millennials’ attention on HIV.  
 Furthermore, by infecting Donald Trump with HIV, the film makes a highly political 
statement. During the production of the film, Donald Trump had already started his 
presidential campaign. The disclaimer further satirizes the idea that Donald Trump could get 
HIV. The disclaimer, before the end-credits, reads: “Daniel Radcliffe was not involved in this 
movie and is not HIV positive.” In the next shot, it reads: “Donald Trump was not involved 
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in this movie,” and after a pause of about eight seconds, the shot changes to “and is not HIV 
positive” (1:16:09-25). The pause in the disclaimer could make the viewer think, for about 
eight seconds, that Donald Trump could be seropositive. In doing so, the film satirizes the 
relatively well-known germaphobia of the current president, who is extremely fearful of 
getting a cold, let alone a severe infection such as HIV (Lippman). 
 Furthermore, the infection of Donald Trump, especially since the infection took place 
in Chile, can be seen as a satirization of the comments Trump made about Kent Brantly. He 
was an Ebola-infected American doctor who was the first to be evacuated back to the United 
States. In the days leading up to Brantly’s arrival in the United States, Trump tweeted 
numerous times about failed leadership, which would allow Ebola to enter the United States. 
For example, Trump tweeted: “The U.S. must immediately stop all flights from EBOLA 
infected countries or the plague will start and spread inside our ‘borders.’ Act fast!” 
(@realDonaldTrump). In his statements, Trump grossly exaggerated how infectious Ebola 
was - like HIV, it can only be spread through direct contact with bodily fluids - and 
consequently spread misinformation about the disease (Yong). The fact that in the film, 
Trump is infected with HIV in Santiago, Chile, and brought back to the United States while 
being seropositive, is highly satirical since he lobbied against inviting infected individuals 
back into the United States.  
 While The Brothers Grimsby focused on satirizing the idea of guilty and innocent 
victims, the film Temptation focused on taking the guilty victim to the extreme. The 
protagonist, Judith, cheats on her husband with a charming and handsome client. However, 
this client turns out to be a bad influence on the extremely religiously raised Judith, exposing 
her to a life of drugs and alcohol. The client, Harley, turns out to be extremely abusive once 
Judith starts a relationship with him, and he infects her with HIV. It is unclear if Harley is 
aware of his seropositive status, but his ex-wife, who is on the run from him, does know she 
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got infected by Harley. Harley fits into the stereotype, as discussed in the previous chapter, of 
a hypersexualized black man who could purposefully infect women with HIV.  
 Moreover, HIV infection is, more in line with Bush’s conservative and religious 
ideals, portrayed as the punishment for infidelity. The film consists of a retrospective 
narrative, told by the protagonist, who is a marriage counselor, to warn one of her patients to 
be faithful to her husband. In this film, HIV is a punishment for Judith’s infidelity. Judith’s 
ex-husband, who did not get infected by her as a reward for his fidelity, is remarried and has 
a child. This film stands out among the films of the Obama era, both for its use of HIV as 
punishment for infidelity and its explicit portrayal of the source of the HIV infection.  
Furthermore, the socio-economic status of the protagonists makes the chances of 
getting infected with HIV small. Black Americans were more at risk, even if they did not 
participate in high-risk behavior due to the likelihood of HIV being present in their 
community (NHAS 12). However, these communities were generally poor and had a higher 
number of IV drug users, for example, the ghettos of many large American cities. While 
Washington DC, the city that functions as the backdrop for this narrative, did have a large 
African American community, Harley and Judith were both working professionals who 
reside in upscale neighborhoods. Harley was even a millionaire with his own plane. Thus, 
this movie either oversimplified the at-risk communities to all African Americans or 
attempted to reestablish that anyone who transgressed moral bounds was at risk of 
contracting HIV. Overall, in its portrayal of a black man running around Washington DC and 
possibly purposely infecting women with HIV, and its strong religiously founded ideals, the 
film can be seen as an extremized repetition of older stereotypes that were prominent during 
the Bush presidency.  
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3.2 Increasing Access to Care and Improving Health Outcome for People Living with HIV 
 “While there is not yet a cure for HIV infection, there are a growing number of 
treatments that can extend life expectancy for those who have access to them” (NHAS 21). 
The second part of the NHAS focused on health care availability and diversity for 
seropositive people. One of the main acts to “provide a platform for improvements in health 
care coverage and quality” was the Affordable Care Act (ACA), also known as Obamacare 
(NHAS 21). The ACA may have had three main effects. First, HIV care was stabilized for 
many patients. Second, “the law could help decrease the stigma associated with HIV by 
allowing most HIV-positive people to access medical treatment through traditional health 
care structures.” Finally, other “discretionary HIV/AIDS programs,” including the CARE 
Act, could, over time, become obsolete (Padamsee 25-6). 
The importance of having access to medication and health care can mainly be seen in 
the film Dallas Buyers Club (2013), a film based on the life of Ron Woodroof. This film was 
a memorialization of the first human trials of the HIV-drug AZT and is set in the American 
South, which was “disproportionately impacted by HIV” (NHAS 2). While medical reports 
on the fast spread of HIV in the southern states focused mainly on the African American 
population (Doherty et al.; Adimora et al.), there also seemed to be, traditionally, a general 
distrust of health care, specifically in the poor, rural, and uneducated communities in the 
South (Thomas and Wilson 6). Dallas Buyers Club seems to play on that fear, as the 
protagonist, Ron, is convinced that his seropositive diagnosis was “faulty.” The distrust in 
hospitals and doctors is further fueled by doctors stating that Ron must have had intercourse 
with another man or used intravenous drugs, neither of which is true.  
The film focuses on the first double-blind, placebo-controlled AZT trials in the United 
States in 1986, in the film set in 1985. At this time, the desperation for any medication 
against the disease was high, as it was 100% fatal (Engel 105). This desperation is portrayed 
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in the film through Rayon, who is part of the AZT drug trial and gives half of her medication 
to a friend for 5000 dollars. However, as she said, she “could have asked 20[000]” (Dallas 
Buyers Club 00:33:55-34:01). Originally, AZT was developed as a cancer-drug in the 1960s 
but failed in human trials due to its toxicity (Broder 3). AZT did work, but “proved to be 
highly toxic to bone marrow and often induced the need for blood transfusions over time” 
(Engel 130; Richman et al. 192). In the film, Ron is fearful of getting the placebo in the trials; 
after all, the doctors have only given him 30 days to live. To ensure that he gets the real 
medication, he bribes a nurse to steal it for him. His improper administering of the drug - he 
snorts it - leads to hospitalization due to the side effects.  
The film mainly focused on the fight between the FDA and Ron Woodroof as he tries 
to acquire any medication to extend his life. In the mid-80s, the FDA had started human trials 
for AZT, and in 1987, the drug was FDA approved (Molotsky). However, there was still 
concern over the severe side effects and availability of the drug. For AIDS-patients, any 
delay was unacceptable; it was, after all, their only option. In the film, Ron imports other 
medications from various other countries in an attempt to extend his life and the lives of 
others through the Dallas Buyers Club. Since it was illegal to sell non-FDA approved 
medications, buyers’ clubs became a substitute, where people acquired a membership to the 
club for a fee but got the medications for free. The film was criticized for its negative 
portrayal of AZT, especially in combination with its positive portrayal of other medications 
that have proven to be ineffective (Matthews). Nonetheless, this film could be considered a 
response to Obama’s policies of greater access to medications and general health care as it 
shows the first attempts to create medications for AIDS. Both access to AZT and other 
possible medications was foregrounded, including how desperate people were for medication 
and the fact that medication could extend the life expectancy of people living with AIDS.  
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Furthermore, the issue of housing, prominently discussed in NHAS, was featured in 
the film. Ron loses his home when he is, unofficially, evicted by his neighbors in a fearful 
response to his seropositive status. While he does find a different place to live, the film shows 
how taking medications outside of the home can have disastrous consequences. Besides his 
hospitalization for AZT side effects, Ron is hospitalized after he injects medication in a 
bathroom stall at an airport. This situation could not, in any way, be described as a stable 
treatment regimen, something that was noted in the NHAS as a necessity for managing an 
HIV infection.  
Besides Dallas Buyers Club, multiple films, such as Temptation, and Straight Outta 
Compton, stressed the importance of getting tested and having access to medications early on. 
In Temptation, Judith is diagnosed early on due to the seropositive status of Harley’s ex-wife. 
The film shows, in its final scenes, that she has a relatively healthy life. Furthermore, the 
final scene shows Judith going to the pharmacy to get her medication, and the pharmacist 
telling her that her medication has been updated to improve her t-cell count. While Judith is 
shown to have some trouble walking, she does not seem to have any other side-effects. The 
opposite is portrayed in Straight Outta Compton, where Eazy-E dies shortly after his 
diagnosis. Eazy-E has a terrible cough for an extended period and only goes to the hospital 
after collapsing. The film implies that he waited so long to have himself tested, that there was 
nothing that doctors could do to save his life.  
 
3.3 Reducing HIV-Related Disparities and Health Inequities 
“The transmission of HIV has long been concentrated in groups that have been 
marginalized or underserved” (NHAS 31). As stated earlier in this chapter, the NHAS was 
highly aware that HIV transmission was more likely in specific at-risk communities. This last 
goal of the NHAS focused specifically on these at-risk communities, by stating that the steps 
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would be to reduce mortality and inspire community-based approaches. However, the goal 
was also to reduce both discrimination and stigmatization against seropositive individuals in 
those groups (NHAS 31). This step seemed to counterweigh the criminalization of 
seropositive individuals during the Bush Jr. administration.  
During Obama’s presidency, federal policies seemed, in general, to focus on 
improving the lives of the communities most at risk for HIV infection. For example, various 
steps were taken to improve the lives of homosexuals in the United States by repealing the 
“Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell”-policy (Faderman 532), instituting non-discrimination policies 
(Faderman 569), and legalizing gay marriage (Faderman 628). Obama was criticized 
regularly by the LGBTQ community for not taking action or for not following through in a 
timely fashion, but the public support for LGBTQ rights also improved during these years, 
which created the opportunities to pass these laws. Furthermore, the Obama Administration 
lifted the federal funding ban on needle exchange programs at the end of 2009. However, the 
ban was reinstated in 2012 with the support of the Republican-dominated House of 
Representatives. Nonetheless, needle exchange programs continued to operate, even without 
federal funding, due to the needs of the communities. In 2015, “the Obama Administration 
announced a bipartisan agreement allowing high-risk communities to use federal funds for 
syringe service programmes” (Padamsee 23). 
During the Obama presidency, cinematic representation historized the strong 
associative connection between homosexuality and HIV-infection. Behind the Candelabra 
and The Normal Heart both portray homosexual characters with AIDS, but both are set in the 
late 1970s and the early 1980s rather than the present. Furthermore, the harsh treatments of 
seropositive homosexuals are memorialized. “In the earliest days of the HIV epidemic, fear, 
ignorance, and denial led to harsh, ugly treatment of people living with the disease, and some 
Americans even called for forced quarantine of all people living with HIV” (NHAS 35). 
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However, the setting of these films in the past can be seen as a statement: this prejudice is not 
of this time and should not be seen this way anymore. This sentiment is further reaffirmed by 
the treatment of homosexual intercourse in these films. Many films before the Obama era 
were criticized for the absence of affection between homosexual men in films about AIDS 
(Hart 54). However, for the first time, films about AIDS prominently portrayed affection and 
sex between men on screen.  
Discrimination against seropositive individuals in general seemed to be portrayed as 
something of the past. In Dallas Buyers Club, set in the 1980s, discrimination due to 
misconceptions is an important motivator for Ron’s friends and collogues to shun Ron 
socially. Ron is even unofficially evicted from his home for being seropositive. However, in 
both Straight Outta Compton, set in the 1990s, and The Brothers Grimsby, set in the 2010s, 
being seropositive is treated as something that deserves compassion, and communal and 
political support.  
Besides compassion for seropositive people, the absence of a clear source of infection 
seemed to have shifted the rhetoric of guilty and innocent victims during the Obama 
administration. Wald argues that the long incubation period of HIV made it difficult to 
identify sources and routes of contagion, eroding the potential for a dramatic narrative (Wald 
217). In the majority of the films about AIDS after 2010, the exact source of infection 
remains unclear. In the past, the guilty carrier was often specifically mentioned and 
consequently blamed for the infection, specifically in narratives about obviously innocent 
victims, such as children. In Dallas Buyers Club, Behind the Candelabra, The Normal Heart, 
and Straight Outta Compton, the general origin of the virus can often be determined by the 
behavior of the victims. However, there is never an exact source mentioned. For example, in 
Straight Outta Compton, a film based on the life of Eazy-E, it is mentioned that he possibly 
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was infected through heterosexual sex. However, no specific woman is named as someone to 
blame for his condition.  
Through the absence of a direct source of infection, The Normal Heart critiqued the 
original outbreak narratives of the AIDS epidemic, such as Randy Shilts’s And the Band 
Played on. In The Normal Heart, a film based on Larry Kramer’s 1985 play of the same 
name, the absence of a “Patient Zero” is explicitly mentioned. The protagonist, Ned, argues 
with his boyfriend Felix about who infected Felix with HIV. “I looked at all my datebooks, 
and no one else I slept with is sick. Maybe you’re the carrier” (The Normal Heart 01:49:24-
31). Not knowing where the disease came from, and who gave it to whom, inspired fear. 
However, the absence of a source also restored agency, especially after the AIDS 
criminalization of the 1990s and 2000s, where those who were already seropositive were 
blamed for new infections (Wald 226). It was easier to have a specific person to blame, either 
for giving the disease to another or for getting the disease themselves.  
The absence of a so-called “Patient Zero” within a community could already be seen 
in real-life cases of the early 1990s, specifically in the story of David Acer, the dentist with 
AIDS. One of his patients was found to be seropositive without any clear possible contact 
with the virus except for through her dentist. The actions of the dentist were at first described 
as “disturbing but unintentional carelessness” (Wald 252). However, the media did not focus 
on the possible criminality of David Acer. Purely accidental transmission of the virus was 
more alarming than intentional infection, as accidents were more likely to happen (Wald 
252). While films from other nations, such as the Canadian musical-film Zero Patience 
(1993), did comment on the unreliable idea of a Patient Zero early in the AIDS epidemic, 
American films would mostly point out a precise source of infection, or Patient Zero, until 
the Obama-era.  
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Besides the absence of Patient Zero, the idea of guilty and innocent victims is further 
called into question by the absence of happy endings. As Gianos argues, obstacles must be 
encountered for dramatic purposes, but the outcome is nearly always happy because the 
message that “the world is essentially fair and just is a deeply powerful political lesson” 
(Gianos 4). In films about AIDS, the idea of happy endings was more difficult as, especially 
in early films, death was the only possible outcome. This problem was ‘fixed’ with the 
instigation of guilty victims. If people brought the disease upon themselves by moral and 
social transgressions, their death could be portrayed as for the greater good. However, films 
from the Obama era, such as The Normal Heart, do not have a happy ending. Ned and Felix 
have a loving, monogamous relationship, but Felix still dies of the disease. For the general 
public, the idea that this is not in any way justified is only possible at a time when 
homosexuality is no longer simply seen as a moral transgression. When the play was written, 
people perceived death in film as a justified punishment for homosexuality, as argued for An 
Early Frost. 
The Normal Heart is set on the initial years of the AIDS epidemic and reflects how 
problematic the epidemic was to the gay community in the United States. In the 1970s, 
homosexuals had fought for sexual freedom and against discrimination. However, in the film, 
it is shown that the AIDS epidemic complicated the philosophy behind that sexual liberation 
when one of the characters states: 
I’ve spent fifteen years of my life fighting for our right to be free and make love 
wherever, whenever. . . And you’re telling me that all those years of what being gay 
stood for is wrong. . . and I’m a murderer. We have been so oppressed! Don’t you 
remember? Can’t you see how important it is for us to love openly, without hiding 
and without guilt? Why can’t you see that? (01:30:26-54) 
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The notion of guilt is once again complicated, as the right to love freely makes homosexuals 
of the time feel like murderers. AIDS obliged people to consider that having sex could 
potentially have deadly consequences (Sontag 72).  
Furthermore, in line with Obama’s plight to involve communities, films of this era 
were based on the memorialization of grassroots action. In both The Normal Heart and 
Dallas Buyers Club, the protagonists are not necessarily portrayed as heroes but as part of a 
larger communal platform that sought to get a grip on the AIDS epidemic. While Haas et al. 
argued that film rarely refers to fundamental defects in the political system nor suggest that 
collective action can solve social issues (18), these films of the Obama era portray the 
opposite. Fundamental defects in the political system are pointed out, and communal action 
does seem to improve the crisis surrounding the outbreak of AIDS. Specifically, The Normal 
Heart suggests that in the AIDS crisis, it was useless to wait for a hero or rely on the political 
system. In the 1980s, when Reagan ignored the early signs of a health crisis, the stigmatized 
community needed to get up and fight for the right to be recognized as sick rather than 
morally judged.  
 
3.4 Conclusion 
Obama’s presidency showed a decline in public interest in HIV, but also a more 
structured and comprehensive strategy to decrease HIV-infections on a domestic level. The 
majority of the television and Hollywood films of this era responded by making the AIDS 
epidemic a thing of the past, a historical event to be memorialized. In this memorialization, 
the portrayal of seropositive characters changed significantly. Most notable is the absence of 
a ‘Patient Zero,’ an HIV-positive character who intentionally or by unawareness of his status 
spread the virus through a community. The absence of a clear source of infection changed the 
rhetoric of guilty and innocent victims as it was no longer possible to place blame on certain 
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kinds of behavior. Furthermore, the films of this period, specifically Dallas Buyers Club, 
portrayed the importance of getting tested and having medication early on. By memorializing 
the early days of the AZT trials, when people were desperate for any kind of medication, the 
film shows how significantly the life expectancy of those with HIV was improved by 
medication. 
The two films that are set in a present-day environment employ the greatest fears of 
the public as the method of HIV-infection. Temptation: Confessions of a Marriage Counselor 
seemed to utilize on the fear that many had during the Bush era of a hypersexual black man 
who could be purposefully infecting innocent women with HIV. The Brothers Grimsby, on 
the other hand, was a satirical narrative that focused on the role of the United States in the 
fight against infectious diseases. Furthermore, in the film, both Daniel Radcliff and Donald 
Trump are infected with HIV. The infection of Donald Trump specifically can be considered 
a highly political statement as Trump was very vocal about the re-entering of the United 
States by Kent Brantly, who was infected by the Ebola virus. Overall, the fact that the AIDS 
epidemic could be both satirized and memorialized could mean that the perception of AIDS 
as a moral judgment had run its course. 
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Conclusion: The Death of the AIDS film? 
Nearly forty years after the start of the epidemic, 37.9 million people are living with 
HIV/AIDS in the world, with 1.7 million new infections in 2018 (World Health 
Organization). In the United States, about 1.1 million people are living with HIV, of which 
15% are undiagnosed (United States, Dept. of HHS, U.S. Statistics). In 2017, there were 
38,739 new HIV diagnoses in the United States and its six dependent areas, which comes 
down to over 100 new diagnoses every day. While millions of people are infected around the 
world, the interest in the AIDS epidemic seems to be declining. AIDS/HIV is no longer a 
death sentence for those who have access to health care; with medication, seropositive people 
can live generally healthy lives, and HIV is becoming a manageable chronic health condition. 
On March 4, 2019, the New York Times even published an article stating that a second person 
with AIDS had been cured, which is seen as a significant medical breakthrough in the fight 
against AIDS (Mandavilli). 
The treatability of AIDS has significantly changed the outlook and, consequently, the 
political and filmic representations of AIDS. AIDS is, in the United States, where the 
majority of the people at this time have access to health care and medication when 
seropositive, a treatable chronic condition. Due to these developments, AIDS became, under 
President Bush Jr., the disease of drug users or racial minorities and under President Obama a 
disease to be memorialized. Under President Trump, the proposed Ending the HIV Epidemic: 
A Plan for America to reduce new HIV infections, was based on the medical developments 
such as Pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP), a medication that could prevent HIV infection 
(United States, Dept. of HHS, What Is). As such, the disease has become not just manageable 
but preventable. However, President Trump is simultaneously attempting to dismantle the 
ACA and overturn Obama’s expansion of Medicaid, which could limit access to medication 
for those who are seropositive (Pear and Rogers).  
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Over the years, the perception of guilt and responsibility in HIV infection changed. In 
the early Reagan years, merely being homosexual was enough to require AIDS as a 
punishment. However, this changed early on and other moral transgressions, such as 
infidelity, were required for punishment. Nonetheless, film seemed unable to shed the 
topological focus on homosexuality completely. In the majority of the films about AIDS, 
there were homosexual characters, regardless of whether they were seropositive or not. 
During the Bush presidency, the idea of guilt that required punishment shifted towards those 
who put others at risk through their behavior. After 2009, when Obama became president, the 
portrayal of guilt mostly disappeared as films no longer used an identifiable source of 
infection, a so-called Patient Zero. 
At-risk communities always played a prominent role in AIDS policies and film, as 
AIDS was throughout the decades, the disease of the Other. In the early films, this Other was 
mainly portrayed as the homosexual, but Bush’s focus on Africa may have changed this to 
racial minorities, specifically African Americans. The theme of African Americans with 
AIDS was short-lived, as the majority of these films were created during Bush’s second term. 
During the Obama presidency, the AIDS epidemic in the United States was mainly 
memorialized, and the objective of a guilty victim even more contested. However, without 
these tropes, films about the AIDS crisis would be unable to provide a happy ending, because 
if a person dying from AIDS is not guilty, their death does not offer a feeling of justice, it is 
just tragic. 
Societies around the world are, at this time, confronted with other highly infectious 
diseases, such as SARS and Ebola, but these diseases can mainly be found in Asia and 
Africa. Diseases like SARS and Ebola are, similarly to AIDS, surrounded by outbreak 
narratives, that are based on stigmatization (Wald 3). Nonetheless, as Sontag states: “[i]t 
seems that societies need to have one illness which becomes identified with evil, and attaches 
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blame to its ‘victims,’ but it is hard to be obsessed with more than one” (Sontag 16). As the 
fascination with other illnesses becomes more prominent, the interest in the AIDS epidemic 
declines. 
Over the last couple of years, Trump has shut down several prominent political 
councils, and public outrage seems to be limited. On the day of Trump’s inauguration, the 
website of the Office of National AIDS Policy became inaccessible (Tracer), which it still is 
near the end of Trump’s first term. It was reported that the Office closed after the departure 
of the previous director, and there were seemingly no plans to reopen it. Furthermore, all ten 
members of PACHA, initially formed by President Clinton in 1995, were dismissed by 
President Trump at the end of 2017 (Stevens and Victor). However, in December 2018, the 
Federal Register announced that PACHA was scheduled to meet in March 2019 (United 
States, Dept. of HHS, Meeting 7 Dec. 2018). Afterward, two other PACHA meetings were 
announced by the Federal Register (United States, Dept. of HHS, Meeting 19 June 2019, and 
25 Sept. 2019). 
This decline in interest cannot just be seen in politics, but also in film. During the 
Trump Presidency, only one film that touches on the topic of AIDS has been made, the life 
story of Freddie Mercury, the lead singer of Queen, in the film Bohemian Rhapsody (2018). 
In Freddie Mercury’s life, the topic of AIDS is hard to ignore completely, as he died from 
AIDS-related complications. Nonetheless, there is a complete absence of fictional narratives 
about HIV and AIDS in film, which may be because the outbreak narrative surrounding the 
AIDS epidemic has lost its cultural value. The stigmatization at the basis of the outbreak 
narrative is broken and gets further deconstructed as the fear subsides. It seems as though 
AIDS, like many of its epidemic predecessors, has become like any other medical condition: 
treatable, possibly even curable in the future, and its sufferers are no longer blamed for their 
illness. This illness that has claimed 32 million lives worldwide might have lost its 
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symbolism in the Western world, making it what it is: a medical condition that makes the 
body susceptible to a wide array of illnesses.  
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Appendix: Complete List of AIDS Movies Compiled 
Hollywood and Made-for-Television Films are in bold.  
1980-1990  
• Buddies (1985)  
• An Early Frost (1985) 
• As Is (1986) 
• Parting Glances (1986) 
• Go Toward the Light (1988) 
• Tidy Endings (1988) 
• Liberace (1988) 
• Liberace: Behind the Music (1988) 
• The Littlest Victims (1989) 
• The Ryan White Story (1989) 
 
1990-2000 
• Andre’s Mother (1990) 
• Longtime Companion (1990) 
• Rock Hudson (1990) 
• Our Sons (1991) 
• Jerker (1991) 
• Chain of Desire (1992) 
• Citizen Cohn (1992) 
• The Living End (1992) 
• Something to Live for: The Alison Gertz Story (1992) 
• And the Band played on (1993) 
• Philadelphia (1993) 
• Grief (1993) 
• Silverlake Life: A View from Here (1993) 
• Totally Fucked Up (1993) 
• Blue (1993) 
• And Then There Was One (1994) 
• Killing Zoe (1994) 
• A Place for Annie (1994) 
• World and Time Enough (1994) 
• Roommates (1994) 
• Under Heat (1994) 
• Boys on the Side (1995) 
• The Cure (1995) 
• The Immortals (1995) 
• Jeffrey (1995) 
• Man of the Year (1995) 
• A Mother’s Prayer (1995) 
• Kids (1995) 
• The Net (1995) 
 Zwetsloot 64 
• Requiem (1995) 
• My Brother’s Keeper (1995) 
• It’s my party (1996) 
• Red Ribbon Blues (1996) 
• Breaking the surface: The Greg Louganis Story (1996) 
• Chocolate Babies (1997) 
• Love! Valour! Compassion! (1997) 
• In the Gloaming (1997) 
• It’s in the Water (1997) 
• One Night Stand (1997) 
• River Made to Drown in (1997) 
• Gia (1998) 
• My Own Country (1998) 
• Sweet Jane (1998) 
 
2000-2010 
• One Week (2000)  
• Circuit (2001) 
• The Hours (2002) 
• The Event (2003) 
• Homeless to Harvard: The Liv Murray Story (2003) 
• The 24th day (2004) 
• A Home at the End of the World (2004) 
• Poster Boy (2004) 
• The Blackwater Lightship (2004) 
• Rent (2005) 
• 3 Needles (2005)  
• Life Support (2007) 
• Girl, Positive (2007) 
• Pedro (2008) 
• The Sensei (2008) 
• I Love You, Phillip Morris (2009) 
• Precious (2009) 
 
2010-2020 
• Behind the Candelabra (2013) 
• Dallas Buyers Club (2013) 
• Temptation: Confessions of a Marriage Counselor (2013) 
• Test (2013) 
• The Normal Heart (2014) 
• Straight Outta Compton (2015) 
• The Grimsby Brothers (2016) 
• 1985 (2018)  
• Bohemian Rhapsody (2018) 
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